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ABSTRACT

Object Relations, Identity Formation, and Transitional Space in Religious Conversion

by Arielle Kagan Rubenstein
Advisor: Elliot Jurist
Conversion between broad religious groups is a life transformation undertaken by
15% of Americans, yet it has seldom been studied closely from a psychodynamic
perspective. The psychological study of conversion began with a Protestant paradigm of
sudden and total transformation of the self, and over time came to characterize different
manifestations of conversion to more diverse religious groups. Research on conversion has
primarily sought to understand whether conversion is essentially a psychopathological
phenomenon, and has led to a multiplicity of both positive and negative, at times
contradictory, findings. Research has shown that conversion is associated with insecure
attachment, neurotic personality factors, and emotional crisis, and that it may have salutary
outcomes in terms of behavioral regulation, sense of meaning, and attachment to God and
significant others. Yet only one study has characterized the psychodynamic processes
underlying conversion.
The present study aimed to characterize the psychodynamic processes underlying
religious conversion in light of the total history and personality of the religious convert,
thereby contributing to a psychoanalytic conceptualization of religious conversion. The
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study utilized in-depth interviewing and the Object Relations Inventory to investigate the
motivations and psychodynamic uses of conversion for nine converts to Christianity, Islam,
and Judaism. The study showed that the psychodynamic factors involved in conversion
contain both common and idiosyncratic elements. The study supports previous findings
regarding a common narrative trajectory of conversion, including difficulties in the family
of origin, an orientation toward religious problem-solving, and positive encounters with
religious figures and ideas. Religious choice was shown to be idiosyncratic and based on
the central psychological conflicts of the individual. The psychodynamic uses of conversion
included the regulation of emotional and somatic states, narcissistic equilibrium, defensive
operations, identity formation, and transitional space functioning. The study demonstrates
that religious conversion is integrally related to central psychodynamic conflicts, and that it
is a powerful catalyst for psychodynamic change. It is hoped that the study will inform the
work of clergy and contribute to the cultural competence of mental health practitioners
working with religious converts.

Keywords: religious conversion, transitional space, object relations
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Chapter 1: Introduction
This dissertation emerges from a question about the relationship between
psychology and religion that arose early in my graduate training. As a religious person, it
seemed to me that religion and psychotherapy shared a common vision: the provision of
hope and healing through relationship, grounded in a rich tradition of theory and practice
(Frank & Frank, 1993). Instead, the practice of religion seemed to be seen as opposed to the
field of psychology. In our first year, my cohort watched a film on Andrea Yates. We shook
our heads sorrowfully at the religious delusions and the religiously-grounded refusal to
seek mental health treatment that cost her children their lives. The ambient hostility
toward religion made me defensive: I argued, fruitlessly, that religion could be powerfully
constructive as well as destructive, as it was in her case. But conversation about religion
was suffused with judgment and binary thinking—either condemnation or apologetics—in
contrast to the careful, holistic exploration of psychic reality I was experiencing in the rest
of my training.
This dynamic is a broader phenomenon in American clinical psychology
departments. Only 24% of clinical psychologists profess belief in a personal God, in
contrast to 90% of Americans (Pargament, 2007; Koenig, 2000). Meissner wrote that when
it comes to religion, most analysts discard their neutrality, seeing religious ideas as
“neurotic, self-deceptive and illusive” (1984, p. 5). As a result of this bias, Tummala-Nara
wrote that the discussion of religion and spirituality has been “closeted” in both clinical
training and in the consulting room (2009, p. 88). Religion is seldom integrated into clinical
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training: a 2004 meta-analysis found that more than 80% of therapists from various
disciplines rarely discussed religion in their training, and only 13% of clinical psychology
programs provide a course on religion and spirituality (Walker, D.F., Gorsuch, R.L., &
Siang-Yang, 2004; Pargament, 2007). Thus even if psychologists are open to exploring
religion in therapy, they may not be trained in how to do so in a culturally competent way
(Abernathy & Lancia, 1998). These factors reinforce a dynamic of polarization, in which the
prevailing atmosphere devalues or ignores religion, while those with personal religious
commitments become apologists. In the absence of specific training, it is difficult to think
about religion using clinical judgment, rather than personal prejudice.
This difficulty thinking about religion can be traced to the origins of the fields of
both psychoanalysis and clinical psychology. Freud famously viewed religion as an illusion,
the indulgence of the infantile personality in the reassuring belief in a projected father
figure (1930). The primitive-seeming myths, faith experiences, and authority orientation of
traditional religion were anathema to Freud’s scientific rationalism, which valorized an
unflinching ability to accept reality. Later twentieth century thinkers shared this disdain
for religious belief: Albert Ellis, the founder of rational-emotive therapy, wrote that “devout
belief, dogmatism, and religiosity distinctly contribute to, and are in some ways equal to,
mental or emotional disturbance” (cited in Cadwaller, 1991, p. 88). Both Freud and Ellis
were part of the intellectual milieu of the twentieth century, in which the social and
biological sciences were expected to solve human problems previously addressed by
religion (Pargament, 2007). The equation of religiosity with psychopathology was thus
intertwined with the founding commitments of clinical psychology and psychoanalysis.
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Conversely, religious believers have been suspicious of psychologists’ attempts to
explain religion: “the human sciences are by definition a threat to religion because they
take religion as an object of study and not as a representation of a special reality or a
special mode of knowledge” (Beit-Hallahmi, 1992, p. 120). Psychological explanations of
religious phenomena appear reductionistic to the believer. In spite of this mutual
ideological hostility, empirical research has, on the whole, found that religiosity is
associated with decreased psychopathology and has many salutary psychological effects,
including the provision of social bonds, a sense of meaning and purpose in life, and a sense
of secure attachment to an ideal object (Gartner, Larson, & Allen, 1991; Koenig, 2009;
Kirkpatrick, 2004; Plante & Sharma, 2001). Religion and psychology may have been
competing value spheres, but they are not so opposed in practice as in theory.
As the twentieth century wound on, psychoanalysis and religion came to
something of a rapprochement. The history of Freud’s relationship to religion was again
placed into question, as many psychoanalyst-biographers located the influences of Jewish
thought and history in his work (Aron & Henik, 2010; Bakan, 1958; Berke, 2015; Hoffman,
2011). A fertile ground emerged exploring psychoanalytic and religious conceptions of
healing and change, psychoanalytic interpretation of Biblical myth (as Freud had done),
and thinking about how to treat religious patients with cultural competence (Beit-Hallahmi,
1996; Fateaux, 1994; Zornberg, 2011). Winnicott’s theorizing of transitional phenomena
was a paradigm shift that allowed psychoanalysts to imagine a healthy, creative
relationship to the illusory world of religion. Some psychoanalysts began to see their work
as akin to the process of religious personal growth; both involved reliance on relationality,
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an appeal to a reality beyond the senses, and a recognition of the painful, dialectical work of
change (Hoffman, 2011; Safran, 2003).
Yet despite this body of work, deeply held differences in values still characterize the
psychoanalytic approach to religion. While some see synergies, others continue to contrast
the authoritarian and dogmatic aspects of religion with the psychoanalytic pursuit of truth
(Beit-Hallahmi, 1992; Fromm, 1950). In central ways, psychoanalysis and religion are
competitors in the field of what Frank terms “persuasion and healing” (2003). Frank argues
that modalities of healing rely on three elements: a contextual worldview, a justification of
authority, and a structure or rite of treatment. Both psychoanalysis and religion make
claims about the nature of the human being and the unseen realities underlying human
experience. Both make claims about what constitutes health and the ideal life. Both attempt
to relieve human suffering through an authoritative, structured healing relationship. And
while these paradigms may differ, both can be assessed pragmatically on the basis of their
contribution to human flourishing.
This dissertation aims to get to the heart of this competition by exploring the
religious possibilities for personal growth and transformation. Specifically, it investigates
religious conversion as a psychological process. Conversion represents the individual’s
attempt to make a better life by means of religious commitment. It is employed by many
who would never seek psychotherapy, and some who do. The religious convert seeks to
adopt a new way of life, rather than simply following in the footsteps of one’s parents. He
chooses instead to affiliate with a set of beliefs, rituals, and symbols that lack the
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resonances of early childhood. For this reason, conversion has been seen as an attempt to
solve a problem stemming from one’s past.
This dissertation explores the possibilities and pitfalls of using religion in this way.
It seeks to understand the possibilities for intrapsychic change through religion, and
whether it may offer something that psychoanalysis does not, or vice versa. Spero
suggested that “penitence or conversion may be looked upon as a successful piece of
psychotherapy, [but] to use penitence or conversion as a substitute for psychotherapy,
where the latter is what is really called for, is to require the wrong thing from religion”
(1976 p. 364). This study aims to flesh out the aspects of psychic functioning that can
change by means of religious conversion, and those that cannot. It aims to do so by
providing a thick description of the psychodynamic process of the conversion in light of the
convert’s total history and personality.
The psychological study of conversion began with a Protestant paradigm of sudden
religious transformation; later studies created typologies of conversion that could be
applied to different religions. The psychology of conversion has focused on predisposing
factors and outcomes of conversion. A skeptical approach finds the roots of conversion in
psychopathology, while a sympathetic approach emphasizes the convert’s search for
meaning. The literature overwhelmingly shows that conversion can support psychological
functioning on behavioral, affective, and interpersonal levels, while researchers disagree on
the possibilities for intrapsychic change. However, on the whole, these studies are
quantitatively oriented and fail to attend to the psychodynamic processes involved in
conversion. The psychoanalytic literature on conversion, on the other hand, focuses on
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clinical case studies or psychobiographies of historical figures, thus drawing the sample
from an unrepresentative population. There has been just one qualitative study of
conversion in light of personal history from a psychoanalytic perspective (Ullman, 1982).
This dissertation aims to characterize the psychodynamic motivations, processes,
and outcomes involved in conversion. A review of the psychological literature on
conversion and of psychoanalytic conceptualizations of religious experience will frame the
specific research questions. It is hoped that the dissertation will contribute to greater
theoretical knowledge regarding religious conversion as a psychodynamic process, and will
aid clinicians in conducting culturally competent treatment of religious patients.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
In this chapter, the literature on the psychology of conversion is reviewed. The first
section concerns the demographics and empirical literature on conversion. The second
section reviews the literature on psychoanalytic approaches to religion. In the third section,
the theoretical frameworks of identity and internalization are applied to the phenomenon
of conversion. Finally, a rationale for the current study and research questions are
presented.

Demographics of conversion
The United States is a religious country, and it is a country of religious choice. About
90% of Americans believe in God, and about 40% attend weekly religious services (Pew
2008, Newport, 2010, Kosmin & Keysar, 2009). Recent data indicate that 70% of Americans
identify as Christian, 23% as unaffiliated, and 6% as members of other religions (Pew,
2015). Overall, Americans are becoming less religious: the largest-growing religious group
is “unaffiliated,” and lapsed Catholics alone account for 10% of Americans. Yet there is also
flux in the other direction: roughly half of those who grew up unaffiliated eventually
become part of a religious group (ibid). Alongside the secularization hypothesis, which
posits a general decline in religiosity, sociologists have also suggested that religious
affiliation may be cyclical, going in waves on the order of decades, or episodic, responding
variably to environmental change rather than following a unidirectional trend. Religiosity
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correlates with older age, female sex, married status, and African American or Hispanic
status. It also varies widely based on geography, with evangelical Protestants
overrepresented in the South, the unaffiliated in the West, and Catholics in the Northeast.
The demographics of conversion depend on the definition used. Conversion can
refer to several types of religious change: a revitalized commitment to the religion of one’s
birth (termed “intensification” or “consolidation”), a switch to a different religious
tradition, use of new religious ideas or rituals without giving up one’s primary affiliation
(termed “adhesion”), or denominational “switching” within a broad religious group
(Rambo, 1993; Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 1996; McGuire, 1992; Snow &
Machalek, 1984). About 16% of Americans convert between broad religious groups (ie. not
between Christian denominations or from unaffiliated status), among the highest
conversion rates in the world (Barro, Hwang, and McCleary, 2010). However, this
underestimates the amount of smaller-scale religious churn; about 34% of Americans
switch among Christian denominations (Pew, 2015), 37% have a born-again experience
(Smith, 2006), and 80% of those who disaffiliate from religion become re-affiliated at a
later time (Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 1996). In a study of religious conversion
in 40 countries, Barro, Hwang, and McCleary found that rates of religious conversion are
positively associated with religious pluralism and education level and negatively associated
with government restrictions on conversion (2010). The authors suggested that exposure
to people and ideas from other religions, as well as the ability to learn and adapt to new
ways of thinking, make conversion more likely. Thus, conversion is more likely the more
cosmopolitan, pluralistic, geographically mobile, and educated the population.
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Changing one’s religious affiliation is primarily a phenomenon of young adulthood;
the vast majority (about 85%) change before age 30, and a majority before age 24 (Pew,
2015). As young adults are exposed to worldviews outside of their family, and as they go
through the identity formation process of adolescence, they either reaffirm or change their
religious affiliation (Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 1996).

Psychological literature on conversion
The psychological study of religious conversion can be roughly divided into four
movements. The first is the advent of the psychological study of religion at the turn of the
twentieth century. The second is a renewed interest in conversion in the 1970s that arose
in response to the advent of New Religious Movements (NRMs), colloquially termed cults.
The third is a body of empirical work that concerns predisposing factors and outcomes of
conversion. This body of work is largely atheoretical, but an attachment paradigm has
recently revolutionized the field. The fourth is a body of psychoanalytic work that includes
research studies, case studies, and psychobiography. In all of these movements, there is a
balance between two paradigms of the study of conversion. The first is what Rambo has
termed the “control” paradigm of predicting predisposing factors and outcomes of
conversion (2012). The studies in this group often seek to discover whether conversion is
essentially a pathological phenomenon—that is, whether it primarily results from
relational and emotional distress, or whether it reflects a search for meaning. The second
paradigm attempts a descriptive, phenomenological study of the conversion process.
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Movement 1: The classic paradigm
The psychological study of conversion began with the advent of academic
psychology itself, in the work of William James, Edwin Starbuck, and James Coe. The
historical context of this work was the phenomenon of Protestant religious revival and
spiritual cures at the turn of the twentieth century (Hood, Spilka, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch,
1996). This early body of work, referred to as the “classic” view, focused on Christian
mystical conversion based on the paradigm of Paul on the road to Damascus (Rambo,
1993). Conversion was described as a sudden experience of divine encounter that is
preceded by a state of profound emotional turmoil, and results in immediate
transformation to a serene, unified self fundamentally oriented toward religious concerns
(James, 1902; Starbuck, 1899; Coe, 1916).
In a series of highly thorough and original qualitative studies, these early
psychologists sought to characterize the conversion process. According to their findings,
converts report that prior to the conversion they experienced “separation from God,
depression, restlessness, anxiety, loss of sleep and appetite, a weight on the mind, a burden
of heart, and the like” (Starbuck, 1897; p. 283). The conversion, a specific event that occurs
usually at home or at a revival meeting intended to facilitate such experiences, consists of a
feeling of being filled by the Holy Spirit and often the phenomenon of speaking in tongues.
After the conversion, the person experiences “joy, happiness, peace, sense of relief, etc. Not
infrequently do the feelings express themselves in physical terms such as weeping, bodily
lightness, improved health and the like” (ibid, p. 296). Starbuck concluded that conversion
usually finds its origin in psychological distress rather than a search for meaning: “the

10

sense of remorse, restlessness, sadness, anxiety and the like are much more frequent than
earnestness and a clearly marked purpose” (p. 284). Starbuck tied conversion to
adolescence by noting a correspondence between the timing of the conversion and the
advent of puberty, providing evidence that conversion was related to a suffusion of
emotional excitation.
James concurred in defining conversion as inherently caused by psychological
distress. He describes two forms of religiosity: “healthy-minded” and the “sick-souled”
(1902). The healthy-minded, “once-born soul” experiences religion primarily through the
categories of awe, wonder, gratitude, and joy. He is basically optimistic, not overburdened
by the world’s ills. The sick or “twice-born soul” approaches religion out of the need for
salvation. Burdened by the sense of sickness in the self and the world, and of a fundamental
mismatch between them, the sick soul achieves peace and reconciliation to the world
through the transformative event of religious conversion. James thought that ultimately,
healthy-minded religion would break down in the face of crisis, while sick-souled religion
was more robust. This paradigm was of a passive, intrapsychic transformation of the self.
Movement 2: Research on New Religious Movements
After this early period, the study of conversion waned for a number of years.
Interest in conversion surged again around the 1970s, with the proliferation of NRMs
(Snow & Machalek, 1984). This research sought to understand the surprising susceptibility
of young, educated Americans to brainwashing techniques, and they stressed the
charismatic leadership and coercive tactics used by these groups (McGuire, 1992;
Paloutzian, Richardson, & Rambo, 1999). A different group of sociologists challenged this
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interpretation of the phenomenon, seeing devotees of NRMs as volitional actors seeking a
more compelling theology and way of life through a process of encounter and identity
transformation within a new religious group (Richardson, 1985; Snow & Machalek, 1984).
In a review of the literature on NRMs, Paloutzan, Richardson, and Rambo found an
association with a dependent personality type and a tendency for merger with the group
(1999). Several researchers noted a goodness of fit between the personality traits of the
convert and the new religion; for example, converts to Hare Krishna, an ascetic and highly
regimented group, were found to have compulsive traits, while converts to a group highly
focused on sensory experience tended to have sensate personalities on the Myers-Briggs
Indicator (Paloutzian, Richardson, & Rambo, 1999). A 2007 review found that conversion
to NRMs was associated with problematic family backgrounds, including death or
abandonment by a parent, especially the father, which led adherents to seek “a father figure
in the religious leader” (Murken & Namini, 2007). The reviewers also suggested that
different early experiences led to affiliation with different groups that served specific
compensatory needs.
Movement 3: Current empirical work on conversion
Recently empirical studies of conversion have focused on the predisposing factors,
motives, and outcomes of conversion. These recent studies have sought to expand the
classic paradigm of sudden conversion to include more gradual religious change, and to
investigate differences between the two. They have also gradually sought to include
religions other than Christianity.
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Predisposing factors for conversion
A review of recent studies of conversion confirmed the findings of James, Starbuck,
and Coe that the period preceding conversion was characterized by emotional turmoil and
a sense of crisis involving despair, anxiety, and an unbearable sense of guilt and sin (Hood,
Hill, & Spilka, 2009; Kirkpatrick & Shaver, 1990). Another review found that the crisis
preceding conversion was not necessarily acute, but could include a “longer history of
tension and conflict,” including mood and anxiety disorders, a history of psychiatric
hospitalization, and interpersonal problems (Pargament, 1997, p. 250). In a study of college
students, Zinnbauer and Pargament found that students who self-identified as having
experienced sudden conversion reported more stress and low self-esteem before the
conversion than those who experienced gradual religious change (1998).
Beit-Hallahmi argued religious conversion is associated with high authoritarianism
and need for cognitive closure (2015). Batson took the opposite position that religious
seeking is associated with creativity, openness to experience, and decreased dogmatism
(1993). He reframed the “crisis” precipitating conversion as existential and ethical rather
than emotional. Rather than viewing this crisis as pathological, he viewed it as a
manifestation of willingness to face complex existential questions.
The attachment perspective
In the 1980s, an attachment perspective on religious conversion gained prominence.
The attachment perspective had the advantage of theoretical coherence and the ability to
measure the quality of interpersonal relationships using quantitative measures. The
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attachment perspective suggested that religiosity was passed down through attachment
relationships, but researchers differed as to how this occurred. Thus the field has pitted the
correspondence hypothesis, which posited that the quality of attachment to God
corresponded to the quality of attachment to the parents, against the compensation
hypothesis, which posited that people “compensate” for attachment insecurity by seeking a
relationship with God as an “absolutely adequate attachment figure” (Kaufman, cited in
Kirkpatrick, 1992).
A meta-analysis of 25 studies on conversion found evidence that conversion served
a compensatory mechanism for insecure attachment and interpersonal difficulty (Hood,
Hill, & Spilka, 2009). Kirkpatrick and Shaver found that avoidantly attached adults were
more than four times as likely as securely attached adults to have experienced a sudden
conversion during adolescence (44% versus less than 10%), and reported a higher level of
religiosity than their parents (1990). Similarly, Granqvist and Hagekull found that
attachment insecurity (both anxious and avoidant) was related to sudden conversion and
New Age spirituality, as opposed to traditional religion (1999). Granqvist (1998) found an
interaction between paternal religiosity and attachment to the father in predicting
religiosity: in the context of secure attachment, paternal religiosity predicted child
religiosity, while in the context of insecure attachment, there was no correlation between
paternal and child religiosity, and conversion was more likely.
A recent study of conversion to six major religions sought to test whether
conversion fulfilled compensatory needs or self-actualization needs. The study found that
insecure attachment correlated with the desire to disaffiliate with the religion of one’s
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parents and affiliate with a new religion and with a need for cognitive closure (Buxant,
Saroglou & Scheuer, 2009). The study also found self-growth motives for religious
conversion that varied by religious tradition: Catholics tended to endorse the appreciation
of beauty, while Jews and Buddhists valued cognitive complexity. This study demonstrated
that conversion could be motivated by a combination of compensatory and self-actualizing
needs, and that the particular motive corresponded to features of the religious tradition.
Greil attempted to integrate the “crisis” and the “seeking” explanations of
conversion by positing a more expansive theory of the need for change. He suggests that
people seek a new framework on life when “when [the original] perspective is perceived as
not dealing with the problems that the individual encounters in everyday life” (1977, p.
119). He posited an interaction between the individual psychology and the problems of the
environment that lead people to seek alternative conceptual frameworks. This
conceptualization is reminiscent of William James’s: “sick souled” religion emerges out of
pathology, but ultimately addresses questions of ultimate meaning more thoroughly than
“healthy-minded” religion.
Outcomes of conversion
A review of the research on outcomes of conversion has found salutary effects,
including reduced antisocial behavior, the resolution of anxiety and depression, the
provision of social support, and aid in identity formation and self-actualization
(Richardson, 1995; Paloutzian, Richardson & Rambo, 1999). A 3-year follow-up study of
conversion to two new religious movements found that the improvement in emotional
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state was stable, although post-conversion scores were still lower than for the general
population (Galanter, 2000).
Paloutzian, Richardson, and Rambo reviewed the literature on conversion and
personality change. They found that there was no change in basic functioning, measured in
terms of the five-factor model of personality, but that there was significant change in
“characteristic adaptations, personality strivings, and personal concerns,” and profound
changes in self-definition, life narrative, and purpose in life (1999). These effects held
constant whether conversion was sudden or gradual, passive or active, or to a traditional
religion or NRM.
In a study of 550 psychiatric inpatients, Michael Stone found that 6% of patients
joined a cult or religious group after their release (1992). Psychotic patients tended to join
totalizing cults, while borderline patients tended to join groups that were less controlling
and divergent from their religious origins. Stone surmised that religious groups functioned
to regulate impulsive behavior (eg. preventing drug abuse), provide a sense of identity,
self-esteem, and purpose, and provide existential meaning that alleviated despair. He
concluded that the patients were largely successful in using religion to aid them in their
functioning, and particularly noted “the transformation of severely antisocial persons into
law-abiding and community-minded citizens” (p. 152). Other studies have corroborated the
success of religious groups, particularly ones that exert strong control over their members,
in alleviating drug addiction and preventing antisocial behavior (James, 1902;
Beit-Hallahmi, 2015).
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Summary of psychological literature on conversion
Empirical study of the psychology of conversion has resulted in mixed findings
regarding the origins and outcomes of conversion. While many studies have found
psychopathology, attachment insecurity, and crisis to be at the root of conversion, others
have reframed “crisis” in terms of a more positive, “seeking” orientation. Studies have
found that gradual conversion is typically more adaptive than sudden conversion. Most
studies have found positive impacts on psychological functioning. At a behavioral level,
conversion can supplement weak ego and superego functioning by providing structure and
preventing antisocial behavior. At an interpersonal level, conversion can compensate for
insecure attachment with a secure, stable base in either concrete religious figures or God as
an attachment figure. At a cognitive-existential level, conversion can provide for a greater
sense of meaning and purpose. More fine-grained study of individual converts is needed to
elucidate when these patterns obtain and how they are connected to the process of
conversion and particular religious groups.
Movement 4: Psychoanalytic literature on conversion
Psychoanalytic studies
Two psychoanalytically oriented studies found an association between conversion
and a problematic relationship with the father in particular. Allison (1969) utilized TATs
and clinical interviews to compare students at a Protestant seminary who had undergone
sudden religious conversions with those who had undergone weaker conversions or no
conversion. Sudden converts came from a background of weak, passive, or absent father
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figures and engulfing mothers, whereas those who had experienced weaker or no
conversions reported normal family lives. Allison concluded that religion was able to
provide converts with an internal father figure in God or Jesus that provided an example of
clear, firm boundaries, and allowed them to individuate and differentiate from the mother.
Ullman conducted a qualitative study of recent converts to four different religious
groups, Orthodox Judaism, Roman Catholicism, Hare Krishna, and Baha’i, as well as controls
matched for age and sex (1989). She found that converts were much more likely than
controls to report an unhappy childhood and tumultuous adolescence, an absent or
extremely passive father (80% versus 23% in the control group) and a history of
psychiatric problems (35% vs. 6.6% in the control group). For her participants, conversion
held the promise of avoiding negative emotions and providing a new attachment to either
an idealized father figure/charismatic leader, an accepting peer group, or God, who
restores narcissistic equilibrium by providing a source of merger with a perfect,
omnipresent other (xvii). Ullman concluded that while the conversion may have provided a
substitute attachment figure and organized a fragile self, the self was not truly
intrapsychically transformed through conversion.
Psychoanalytic case study
Psychoanalytic case studies of religious converts show that conversion can be
understood from varied psychoanalytic perspectives: drive theory, object relations theory,
self psychology, and relational theory. The main weakness is the paucity of literature and
their restriction to a population that is either clinical, or historically important.
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Spero reviewed the literature on returnees to traditional Judaism, known as ba’alei
teshuvah. He suggested that returning to faith is caused by “psychological turmoil,” which
“ranges from frank psychosis to character disorder to essential intact personality
organization plagued by doubts, insecurities, and various idiosyncrasies” (1986). He
located this psychological distress in either preexisting pathology, manipulation by
proselytizers, or “sudden and rapid course of value change and identification with the new
religious community” (p. 383). He emphasized the need for significant working through of
the changes in values, roles, ideals, and identifications in becoming religiously observant:
“Suddenness in religious change must be defined as not simply failure to pace the
momentum of change, but as the failure to achieve a qualitative state of mind which
derives from healthy, methodological skepticism about one’s own sincerity,
acknowledging persistent doubts and unanswered questions, and carefully
considering the quality of one’s relationships with former and current values, roles,
and identifications.” (p. 383)
Spero particularly emphasized the tendency for zealous ba’alei teshuvah to erase their
pasts and replace them with a fantasied Jewish past. He saw this phenomenon as
problematic, as it cuts returnees off from important relationships, as well as childhood
“symbols, language, and even folklore which convey a tradition and perception of
continuity” (p. 385). Spero also discussed the common experience of inferiority and
“otherness” that converts have with respect to those who were born into religious families.
Thus, Spero saw many potential pitfalls in becoming religious as an adult.
Henricson-Cullberg (1984) offered a perspective almost diametrically opposed to
Spero’s. She related the case study of a chronically depressed and intermittently psychotic
patient for whom conversion offered lasting peace, happiness, improved relationships, and,
Henricson-Cullberg believed, a genuinely different quality of object relations.
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Henricson-Cullberg suggested that God served a “psychic holding function:” He was
idealized as omnipotent and thus more consistently reliable than the therapist (p. 184).
The transitional representation of a loving and forgiving God served to alter the patient’s
psychic structure, allowing her to develop more firm ego boundaries and a less punishing
superego. Similarly, Horton (1973) wrote about three adolescent inpatients whose mystical
experiences allowed them to regulate intense affect and prevent suicidal behavior. Rather
than interpreting mystical experience as a sign of psychosis, Horton described it as a
“reliably soothing inner experience with maturational potential” (ibid, p. 296).
Psychobiography
Psychoanalytic perspectives on the conversions of well-known individuals are
instructive applications. Kligerman (1957) argued that Augustine’s conversion was an
outcome of Oedipal dynamics. Presented with a clumsy but good-hearted pagan father, and
an engulfing mother who was iron-willed in her insistence that Augustine become a
Christian, Augustine ultimately chose Christianity and celibacy, thus removing rivals to his
mother’s love. Kligerman’s analysis is a compelling portrayal of the vicissitudes of
identifications in forming a religious identity, and also reductionistic in its portrayal of a
giant of theology and moral philosophy.
Trosman wove together biography, poetry, and theory to paint a picture of T. S.
Eliot’s conversion as an escape from narcissistic merger with his psychotic wife (1977). He
suggested that “one sees in the conversion experience an amalgam of responses to conflict
as well as transformations of archaic needs with find satisfaction in belief. The submission
to divine order provides a sense of cohesion and integration” (p. 302). Cohen assessed the
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conversion experience of the writer Judith Bruder in terms of the integration of maternal
and paternal aspects of the representation of God (2002). Although Bruder’s
transformation can also be seen as related to Oedipal conflicts and possibly psychotic
hallucinations of divinity, Cohen concluded that it is ultimately a successful quest for
greater peace and calm and accomplishes some of the aims of psychotherapy in improving
mood and decreasing anxiety.
The psychoanalytic literature is thus divided as to the redemptive potential in
conversion. Spero observed a predominance of psychological distress, lack of identity
integration, and feelings of inferiority among the nouveau religious. However, other
authors of case studies observed the potential for soothing, affective change, and even
structural change as the result of the adoption of a God as a transitional object.
Psychobiographers have demonstrated that the phenomenon of conversion can be
analyzed in terms of several theoretical frames, whether drive theory, object relations
theory, or self psychology. These analyses point to the potential for a psychoanalytic theory
of conversion, but are limited by the unrepresentative population of study.

Conceptual frameworks on conversion
Empirical work on conversion has resulted in strides toward conceptual integration,
including typologies of conversion and accounts of the stages or process of conversion.
These typologies and stages have moved beyond the classic paradigm of sudden, affectively
intense, intrapsychic transformation, to encompass diverse manifestations of religious
change (Snow & Machalek, 1984; Rambo, 1993).
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Typologies of conversion
Arising out of the second wave of interest in conversion, Lofland and Skonovd
identified six conversion “motifs” that dominate subjective accounts of conversion:
intellectual, mystical, experimental, affectional, revivalist, and coercive (1978). These
motifs reflect research on conversion to various religions and reflect a more diverse set of
paradigms than the classic Protestant paradigm. In intellectual conversion, the convert
actively seeks a more satisfying theological and moral order; this type of conversion can
occur without any exposure to the religious community and is quite rare. Mystical
conversion is related to the classic paradigm, based on an experience of divinity that the
convert feels as passive, bestowed by an act of grace, and often entails an intensification of
one’s childhood religious affiliation. In experimental conversion, the covert accumulates
experiences in a religious way of life and gradually comes to embrace it as his own; the
conversion process is volitional and largely pragmatic, meant to improve the life of the
convert. The motif of affectional conversion stresses the importance of emotional bonds, eg.
with charismatic leaders or group members, in religious affiliation. Revivalist conversion is
the result of ecstatic group process that induces deindividuation, and coercive conversion
refers to the brainwashing or mind control processes employed by cults and extremist
groups. These motifs of conversion are characterized by five dimensions: degree of social
pressure, temporal duration (sudden or gradual), level of affective arousal, affective
content (fear, love, awe), and belief-participation sequence (whether belief or participation
comes first).
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This proliferation of types reflects the breadth of the phenomenon of conversion:
each religion provides its own paradigms and process for conversion, from the evangelical
Christian who prays to be “born again” to the aspiring Jew who must accept the law and
immerse in a ritual bath, to the Muslim who makes a declaration of faith. Research has
found that converts to different religions affirm different conversion motifs. For example,
Kose and Loewenthal found that converts to Islam emphasizes intellectual and
experiemental rather than affectional motifs (2000).
Research has found that converts’ accounts of conversion are molded to conform to
the adoptive religion’s paradigm of conversion. For example, Beckford found that accounts
of converts to the Jehovah’s Witnesses closely followed the religion’s paradigm of a gradual,
cognitively based, active process (1984). McGuire distinguished among several choices of
conversion rhetoric: rhetorics of choice, which emphasize the “agonizing” decision-making
process in conversion; rhetorics of change, which emphasize the dramatic personal
transformation and recast life before conversion as radically different, and rhetorics of
continuity, which recast the past in terms of steps toward one’s current “meaning system”
(1992, p. 73). Snow and Machalek called for the field to recognize that the object of study is
converts’ constructions of their experiences, rather than the experiences themselves,
especially as the accounts are based on retrospection rather than introspection (1984).
The process of conversion
On the basis of the empirical work on conversion, Rambo described a seven-step
process of conversion (2003). The first “step” refers to the context of conversion: larger
social and religious trends, cultural narratives of conversion, and the socioeconomic

23

context of the individual. The second step is “crisis,” the dissatisfaction that prompts the
believer to seek conversion. The crisis can be existential, psychopathological, external (loss
or trauma), or experiential (eg. mystical experience). Crisis motivates the third stage,
“quest,” in which the potential convert either actively seeks an alternate meaning system or
becomes receptive to outside influence. In stage four, “encounter,” the convert is
introduced to the new religion by an “advocate” (often a proselytizer) who mediates the
convert’s learning and acquaintance with the religious community. In “interaction,” the
convert is exposed to the beliefs, roles, practices, and community of the new religion. In
“commitment,” the conversion is formalized in a process that can be either passive or
active. In the final stage, “consequences,” the convert constructs the narrative of the
conversion and experiences the new reality. McGuire (1992) placed the process of
committing to the religious community and withdrawing from competing allegiances after
the formalization of conversion, and viewed deconversion as a critical phenomenon.
Lofland & Stark (1965) proposed a different framework on conversion. They
suggested three predisposing conditions and four situational factors that they considered
to be both necessary and sufficient to conversion to a West Coast cult. The predisposing
factors were factors that predated exposure to the cult; these included 1) “acutely felt
tension” in the convert’s life, 2) a temperament predisposed to religious problem-solving,
and 3) the undertaking of a religious search when previous attempts failed to solve the
problem (p. 864). The situational factors included 1) an encounter with the religious
movement at a “turning-point” in life (what previous thinkers have termed “crisis”), 2) the
formation of an “affective bond” with one or more believers, which they considered to be
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the most important factor in conversion, 3) an absence or loss of older attachments and
friendships, and 4) continued “intensive interaction” with cult members that completes the
transformation from “verbal convert” to active member of the cult (pp. 871-874). Lofland
and Stark argued that “the addition of each new condition increases the likelihood that
conversion will occur” (Snow & Philips 1980, p. 3). While these three conceptualizations
(conversion motifs, Rambo’s stage theory, and Lofland and Stark’s process theory) have
been influential, the field has not united around a particular framework. All of these
frameworks therefore influence the hypotheses of the current study.

Psychoanalysis and religion
The following section lays out the psychoanalytic theories of religious experience
that inform the dissertation study. First, it briefly traces the history of psychoanalytic
thought on religion. Second, it turns to psychoanalytic theories of religious experience.
These include Winnicott’s theorizing of transitional phenomena, various theories of
symbolic functioning, Loewald’s work on regression in the service of the ego, and theories
of religious development.
The history of psychoanalytic theories of religion
The psychoanalytic theory of religion has involved a continual process of addressing
Freud’s condemnation of it. Freud called religion a delusion, a manifestation of group
psychosis. To him, its ideas were “so patently infantile, so foreign to reality, that to anyone
with a friendly attitude to humanity it is painful to think that the great majority of mortals
will never be able to rise above this view of life” (1930, p. 74). Freud postulated that
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religion sought fundamentally to assuage the guilt of a mythic original sin: a band of
brothers banded together and killed their father, and repressed his image out of guilt.
Subsequently the representation was split into good and evil elements and re-projected
into images of God and the Devil (1913). Freud interpreted other aspects of religion as a
collective obsessional neurosis (1907).
Yet Freud also conceded the pragmatic benefits of religion in regulating society,
noting that “religious ideas have arisen from the same need as have all the other
achievements of civilization, [gaining superiority over nature]” (1927, p. 21). He recognized
the psychological utility of religion as well: ‘‘devout believers are safeguarded in a high
degree against the risk of certain neurotic illnesses; their acceptance of the universal
neurosis spares them the task of constructing a personal one’’ (ibid, p. 44). He warned
against psychoanalysis as a Weltanschauung, realizing that while psychoanalysis could free
patients to live unencumbered by energy-draining neurosis, the sphere of human culture
was necessary for establishing affirmative values and meaning. While religion may have
reflected immaturity, it was undeniably useful.
In addition to these suggestions of the pragmatic benefits of religion, it seems that a
conflation of Freud’s writings on myth with clinical psychoanalysis is misguided. Although
in some places Freud did claim that psychoanalysis was incompatible with religion, he also
wrote in his letters to Pfister, “In itself psycho-analysis is neither religious nor
non-religious, but an impartial tool which both priest and layman can use in the service of
the sufferer” (cited in Merkur, p. 83). He further wrote, “Let us be quite clear on the point
that the views expressed in my book [The future of an illusion] form no part of analytic
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theory. They are my personal views, which coincide with those of many non-analysts and
pre-analysts, but there are certainly many excellent analysts who do not share them” (ibid,
p. 85).
In the wake of Freud’s death, psychobiographers attempted to locate the personal
roots of Freud’s antipathy to religion, as well as locating the influences of Jewish thought
and history in his work (Aron & Henik, 2010; Bakan, 1958; Berke, 2015; Hoffman, 2011;
Rizzuto, 1998). Biographers have attempted to explain Freud’s avowal of a deep sense of
identification and solidarity with the Jewish people despite his rejection of the Jewish
religion (Rizzuto, 1998; Whitebook, 2010). Freud famously called himself a “godless Jew,”
although he was vague about the nature of the Jewishness to which he was attached, calling
it “obscure” and “inaccessible to analysis” (cited in Halpern, 1999, p. 1195). Thus several
thinkers have attempted to locate the sources of the psychoanalytic method in Freud’s
exposure to Jewish education and culture. For example, Shulman argued that the
psychoanalytic method was a quintessentially Jewish mode of analysis and interpretation
based on respect for the individual (2005). Hoffman claimed that the anti-Semitism of
Christian Europe during the Emancipation required Jews to denounce their faith in order to
be accepted into the academy, leading to Jews’ disavowal of their tradition despite its
inextricable connection with their thought (2011).
Following in Freud’s footsteps, the psychoanalytic study of religion has focused
mostly on religion as an anthropological phenomenon. In a review of more than 600
psychoanalytic studies of religion, Beit-Hallahmi found that more than 60% concerned
myth, 30% dogma and ritual, and only 10% focused on individual religious experience
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(1996). Merkur concurred that psychoanalytic study of religion has focused on
comparative religion and functions largely outside of analytic institutes (2014). This brings
religion out of the realm of clinical thinking, in which neutrality is prized, and into the more
critical realm of psychoanalytic anthropology.
Yet since the inception of psychoanalysis, clinical thinkers have diverged from Freud
in their interest in and appreciation for religion. Freud and Jung famously split partly over
Jung’s interest in mysticism and Eastern religion (Palmer, 1997). Erikson believed that the
capacity for basic trust and hope throughout the lifespan was inextricably linked to
religion. He believed that the capacity for basic trust becomes the “capacity for faith—a
vital need for which man must find some institutional confirmation” and that religious faith
on the part of the mother was necessary for instilling such trust in the infant (1968, p. 106).
Ego psychologists in the 1940s and 50s recognized the pragmatic utility of religion
in increasing psychological adaptation and regulating psychic structure and drives. Rather
than focusing on adherence to dogma, they focused on the social function of religion in
promoting prosocial and moral behavior. Moore, for example, contended that religion
“subjects emotional drives to rational adjustment” (1947, p. 233). Mann stated that the
psychic function of religion is to “bring into alignment several functions of the psychic
representational world, thus reducing chronic states of guilt and intersystemic tension. It
also restores or attempts to restore psychic harmony between self, ego ideal, and introject
and objects with whom the patient identifies” (1964, p. 161). Religion was seen as a force
that aligns individual psychology with societal norms, increasing psychological adaptation.
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The British object relations school, including thinkers like Guntrip, Fairbairn, and
Winnicott, reconceptualized Freud’s biological view of human nature and suggested
instead that human beings were fundamentally oriented toward relationship. This
relationship-oriented standpoint led to synergies between psychoanalytic theory and the
theorizing of the relationship to God as the ultimate other, encoded into our most basic
inclinations rather than epiphenomenal to the mechanisms of drive and defense (Jones,
1996). Jones noted that these thinkers were active Christians who were deeply influenced
by Christian theology: “When students of religion and analysts interested in religious issues
‘discover’ that British object relations theories appear more amenable to their concerns
than Freud’s classical theory, a hermeneutical circle may be involved. For object relations
theory was often articulated and elaborated by men with quite conscious religious
interests and influences” (ibid, p. 28).
Winnicott’s theory of the transitional realm occasioned a paradigm shift in the
psychoanalytic study of religion. He recast Freud’s term “illusion” as a positive, necessary,
and generative part of human experience, rather than a manifestation of immaturity.
Winnicott conceptualized religion as a transitional phenomenon, wherein the religious
adherent makes use of religious theology, symbols, rituals, texts, and norms, as “objective”
material that grounds religious creativity, as in his statement that “it is not possible to be
original except on a basis of tradition” (1971, p. 99). The individual approaches this
religious culture with subjective and intrapsychic needs, and the potential space between
becomes a fertile ground for creativity, meaning-making, and the experience of
authenticity. Within this framework, thinkers like Rizzuto and Meissner demonstrated the
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transitional use of religious symbols and rituals, particularly the God image (Rizutto, 1979;
Meissner, 1984). Their descriptions of transitional versus defensive uses of religion and a
developmental trajectory of religious functioning brought religion into the realm of clinical
thinking.
The founding of self psychology saw a place for religion in the healthy personality.
Rather than focusing on the metaphysical claims of religion, Kohut focused on the
comforting and communal aspects of religion. He emphasized the continuing need for
narcissistic support throughout the lifespan, thus reframing “palliative” aspects of religion
as healthy and adaptive rather than infantile. He stated that
“the recognition… that the self arises in a matrix of empathy, and that it strives to
live within a modicum of empathic responses in order to maintain itself, explains
certain needs of man and illuminates the function of certain aspects of
institutionalized religion, thus allowing us to appreciate certain dimensions of the
culture-supportive aspects of religion… the insights of the psychology of the self
enable us to shed our intolerant attitude toward religion.” (1991, p. 752)
Specifically, Kohut proposed that relationships with religious peers, leaders, and God, could
provide for mirroring, twinship, alter-ego, and idealizing selfobject functions (Recotr,
1996).
Twenty-first century relational theory has further engendered the dialogue between
psychoanalysis and religion. Relational theorists embraced a postmodern, constructivist
epistemology, supplanting the stringent opposition between positivistic claims of scientific
psychology and religious knowing (Stone, 2005, Safran, 2003). Analysts from diverse
traditions put religion into conversation with psychoanalysis on topics including the self,
change, relationship, truth, and good and evil (Safran, 2003; Blanchard et al, 2006). The
process of psychoanalysis itself has been described as a sacred relationship with
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transcendent potential, and the psychoanalytic mode of listening likened to meditation
(Rubin, 2006; Stone, 2005). Analysts began to speak about the culturally competent
treatment of religious patients and to treat religion as part of psychic reality (Fateaux,
1994; Tummala-Narra, 2009; Pargament, 2007; Spero, 1976). Some relational thinkers
went farther, arguing that a spiritual orientation, focused on questions of personal
authenticity, meaning-making, and connection to the universe as a whole, is essential to the
healthy personality (Rubin 2006; Stone, 2005).
This history shows that the question of whether psychoanalysis and religion can be
reconciled is too broad: it depends on the psychoanalytic commitments and the
manifestations of religion. Freud’s rationalist psychoanalysis is more critical of religious
belief than a relational constructivist epistemology or a Winnicottian appreciation for
illusion. In general, psychoanalysts have a greater affinity for some types of religion. They
tend to disparage “authoritarian” religion that requires obedience to specific rules and
dogmas, and prize “humanitarian” religion that fosters independence, creativity, and
growth (Fromm, 1950). Wright distinguished between “patriarchal” religions that
emphasize obedience to authority and “maternal” ones that prioritize human flourishing
(2006), and Stone contrasted “organized religion” with “spirituality” (2005). Blass,
however, warned against creating a psychoanalytic ideal religion, “a personal,
self-determined mysticism, devoid of history, ritual, authority, obligation and mediation,”
that is relevant to a vanishingly small proportion of religious adherents (2006, p. 33).
The following section will flesh out the aspects of psychoanalytic theory that have
been fruitfully applied to the study of religion and that constitute the theoretical
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framework for the dissertation. It describes three paradigms—transitional phenomena,
regression in the service of the ego, and symbolization—that have been used to describe
religious experience. The fourth is a developmental trajectory of religious functioning that
follows Freud’s psychosexual stages.
Psychoanalytic theory of religious experience
Religion as a transitional phenomenon
In contrast to Freud's insistence on the acceptance of reality as a prerequisite for
maturity, Winnicott argued that the capacity to use illusion constitutes a developmental
achievement, enables play and creativity, and accompanies the mature person throughout
life (1971). The concept of transitional space is a response to the question, purposely left
unanswered by Freud, of what makes life worth living. Its origin is in the process of
separation occasioned by the successive adaptations of good-enough mothering. After the
period of near-complete gratification in which the mother allows the infant to experience
omnipotent control and merger, the mother exposes the infant to successive
disillusionments that pave the way for separation and exposure to reality. Experiences of
separation that extend beyond the infant’s capacity to hold the imago of the mother in mind
cause momentary distress that is repaired by the mother’s restored presence. As reality
and perception are pried apart, the intermediate space of illusion provides a "neutral area
of experience which will not be challenged" (1971).
In this “intermediate space,” a transitional object may be appropriated to represent
the mother's care. This object it is neither internal nor external, neither entirely under
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magical/omnipotent control, nor entirely outside control. The physical features of the
object impose important constraints on the infant's handling of it, and are unconsciously
chosen to replicate the "technique of mothering." This object must withstand the libidinal
and aggressive impulses of the infant. If mothering is adequate, the transitional object
functions as a source of comfort in separation and provides a sense of self-continuity; if not,
it can take on a quality of being deadened or persecutory. The transitional object is the
infant’s first use of the symbolic. Thus, the separation between mother and infant leaves
the infant to grapple with reality on his own, yet it also leaves in its breach a space for the
infant’s mind to fill.
Winnicott suggests that “this intermediate area of experience, unchallenged in
respect of its belonging to inner or external (shared) reality, constitutes the greater part of
the infant's experience, and throughout life is retained in the intense experiencing that
belongs to the arts and to religion and to imaginative living, and to creative scientific work.”
(1971, p. 14). This formulation is well-known, but its implications are not always spelled
out. Winnicott reframes religious belief as “unchallenged” not because of unthinking
dogmatism, but because it is held in a playspace of the mind. That religious belief is not
always subject to rational interrogation is not because it is brittle, but because such
questioning is orthogonal to its import. However, Winnicot came out against authoritarian
impositions of religion: “Should an adult make claims on us for our acceptance of the
objectivity of his subjective phenomena we discern or diagnose madness. If, however, the
adult can manage to enjoy the personal intermediate area without making claims, then we
can acknowledge our own corresponding intermediate areas, and are pleased to find a
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degree of overlapping, that is to say common experience between members of a group in
art or religion or philosophy.” (1971, p. 14).
Winnicott thus traced the ability to use religion creatively and for human flourishing
to a good-enough experience with the mother in early life. His words are useful here: “In
order to study the play and then the cultural life of the individual one must study the fate of
the potential space between any one baby and the human (and therefore fallible)
mother-figure who is essentially adaptive because of love” (1967, p. 371). Religion may be
practiced formulaically by many, but only those with the psychic capacity for play can make
creative use of it. Winnicott thus referred to culture as an “inherited tradition… something
that is in the common pool of humanity, into which individuals and groups of people may
contribute, and from which we may all draw if we have somewhere to put what we find”
(ibid, p. 370).
While Winnicott laid the groundwork for conceptualizing religion as a transitional
phenomenon, he did not elaborate those views. Other thinkers have applied the
transitional paradigm to religious symbols, rites, and texts, and most prominently, to a
theory of God as a transitional object (Meissner, 1992; Rizzuto, 1979). In a groundbreaking
qualitative study, Rizzuto wrote that "religion is… an integral part of being human, truly
human in our capacity to create nonvisible but meaningful realities capable of containing
our potential for imaginative expansion beyond the boundaries of the senses. Without
those fictive realities human life becomes a dull animal existence" (ibid, p. 47). She
described the mental representation of God as an illusory transitional object, one who
grows in importance and is available to be revivified at important moments, eg. of loss or
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grief. Meissner emphasized the negotiation between religious teaching and doctrine (the
external/objective) and the fantasy and internal object world of the individual (the
subjective) in the God representation. Though this school is overtly neutral to the truth
claims of religion, it often comes from a Christian perspective, reflecting the synergy
between object relations theory and Christian theology. The telos of the developmental
trajectory is said to be a monotheistic personal God.
Rizzuto distinguished between the concept of God, a cognitive representation
developed mainly based on education, and the image of God, an internal working model
that is cognitive, affective, and experiential, based on the integration of mental
representations of the parents with religious education. While Freud held that the God
image was based on a projection of the father crystallized in the Oedipal phase, Rizzuto
held that the God image incorporates both maternal and paternal aspects and continues to
develop throughout the lifespan. Thus she traces the God image through the psychosexual
stages, in which the predominant concerns of the stage consolidate the basic image of God
in that area. As the child's capacities for symbolism and abstraction develop, the God image
becomes increasingly consolidated, abstract, and flexible. In adulthood, the God image is
expected to correspond to the overall object relational maturity of the individual, and to
reflect his predominant developmental difficulties. This theoretical paradigm has been the
source of much empirical and theoretical work on the psychology of religion (Hägglund,
1982; Spero, 1998; Finn & Gartner, 1992).
Rizzuto maintained that all children in Western countries have consolidated some
form of a God-representation, whether or not they believe in God. Belief in God depends on
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whether the God representation feels compelling or serves as a source of meaning at a
particular time. Thus, belief in God does not reflect the level of psychological maturity, but
rather the extent to which the representation of God provides for a sense of meaning in the
context of developmental needs.
Religion as regression in the service of the ego
An alternative conceptualization of the creative, vital, and nonrational nature of
religious experience is that of regression in the service of the ego. This conceptualization
emerges from ego psychology rather than object relations and therefore differs in
important ways, but it also describes the phenomenon of creative living in art, religion, and
science. Kris’s definition of the concept echoes Winnicott’s well-known passage about
transitional space: “[regression in the service of the ego] is… of the widest significance. I
will only say in so many words that it is not confined to the sphere of wit and caricature,
but extends to the vast domain of æsthetic expression in general and that it applies over
the whole field of art and of symbol-formation, preconscious or unconscious, which,
beginning with cult and ritual, permeates the whole of human life” (1936, p. 290).
Loewald expanded on this concept in his description of religious experience. He
places religious experience in the realm of the unconscious and primary process, described
as a wild, unruly deep that disrupts our sense of stability but also serves as a source of vital
energy. The religious experience is seen as analogous to falling in love, orgiastic experience,
or other moments of boundary collapse. Loewald argued that the psychoanalytic casting of
religious phenomena as pathological is itself a defense against the intrusion of these
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anxiety-provoking realms of experience (1978). He questioned the psychoanalytic disdain
for “primitive” functioning:
“[Freud’s description of the oceanic feeling involves the] coexistence [emphasis
added] of primitive and later developmental stages of mentation… the range and
richness of human life is directly proportional to the mutual responsiveness
between these various mental places and levels. Rational thought… limits and
impoverishes… the perspective, understanding, and range of human action, feeling,
and thought, unless it is brought back into coordination and communication with
those modes of experience that remain their living source, and perhaps their
ultimate destination” (1978, p. 61).
Thus, while Meissner and Rizzuto argued for the existence of a mature mode of religiosity,
Loewald took a different tack. He argued that a full life includes toggling between a mature,
secondary-process mode and eruptions of life-giving primary process. The developmental
achievements of ego boundaries and secondary process dominance are momentarily
1

relaxed in those moments that are experienced as most vital and valuable (1980).
Religious symbolization

A third paradigm for religious experience emerges from theories of symbolization in
the first year of life. These theories conceptualize the religious use of symbols in terms of
the more general human capacity to use symbols to organize and transform the self.
Religious conversion is seen as the process of adopting a new symbol system that better
encapsulates affective and somatic experience. These theories flesh out the use of the
symbolic in transitional space. They further characterize what it might look like to bring
primary (or unformulated) and secondary (or symbolizing) process into communication.

Raab, however, points out that “one must first have a self in order to lose it” (2003). What
provides an enlivening energy within the bounds of an intact personality can cause psychotic
disintegration in one that is less firm.
1
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In early infancy, bodily states and experiences are chaotic, unintegrated and
unnamed. Donnel Stern called the collection of experiences in this mode “unformulated
experience,” and suggests that it persists into adulthood at certain times (1983). He
suggested that we have an intuitive gauge for the accurate symbolizing of this
unformulated experience: “We often have the sense that the words we use “fit” the shape of
what we wanted to say, or do not fit. There is a vague meaning-shape, a protomeaning…
that precedes what we say and by which we gauge our success in expressing ourselves”
(quoted in Safran, 1992 p. 398). Thus, there is a connection between the processes of
feeling and symbolizing, and a special type of pleasure when the symbol “gets it right.”
McDargh argued that the process of symbolizing does not simply feel satisfying, but
can also provide for intrapsychic change (1992). In his words,
The drive to render that feeling articulate in metaphor, image, or concept is crucial.
This is so because when an image or concept is found that most accurately
completes and captures our felt sense of our life situation, we experience what
[Gendlin] terms a ‘felt shift.’ A felt shift is best defined as a deep but subtle bodily
signal that tells us we have appropriately symbolized what we know at the level of
our embodied selves. It is this full process of feeling translating into expression that
we experience as meaningful, regardless of the content of that articulated
self-awareness. It is also the condition for a movement of self-transcendence that
propels an individual beyond the psychic position he or she occupied before this
articulation. (6)
Thus the process of encapsulating affective and somatic experience in symbol also
furnishes the means to transcend it. This experience of a “felt shift” undergirds the process
of psychotherapy change as well as the religious use of symbols.
Schweig (1990) and Stromberg (1985) considered the process of symbolization not
in terms of the intrapsychic process of putting names to feelings, but rather as the process
of interaction with the pre-existing symbols of a religious culture. Schweig noted the
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centrality of symbolic representation to both religious and psychoanalytic thought: the
anthropologist Geertz conceptualized religious traditions as symbolic systems that frame
the way adherents live and interpret their lives (1966). Stromberg coined the term
“impression point” to describe the moment at which such a cultural symbol is rendered
personally meaningful:
The impression point is a moment in experience in which the symbol forms the
person while the person actively creates the symbol. The impression point is the
moment in the person’s use of a symbol system when the system is seen to
somehow attain a new level of significance. This takes place through a projection of
self into the symbolic system, a movement that also entails the symbolization of a
nascent self-awareness (p. 69-70).
According to Stromberg, these impression points occur both with the phenomenon of
insight in psychoanalysis, and with the symbolic system of a religion. In both, there is an
“aha moment” in which a verbal encapsulation of reality becomes experientially
meaningful. These moments can be so powerful that they can permanently shift the way we
relate to ourselves and the world. They can engender new beliefs, not as the affirmation of
a proposition, but as an experientially grounded worldview:
Commitment, it is reasonable to assume, may result from the otherwise inarticulate
self-awareness and a symbolic language. When a symbol system is apprehended
through the mechanism of an impression point, an immediate, affective, physical
awareness becomes available to consciousness through being symbolized. The
resulting relation between actor and cultural system is on another level of
emotional power than the cognitive assent we usually indicate by the term belief (p.
71).
Thus, Stromberg more fully characterized the process by which the encounter with a new
religion can help someone encapsulate their experience, which in turn changes how they
relate to themselves and the world. This process, common to religious conversion and to
psychotherapy change, draws on the underlying human capacity to make use of symbols in
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regulating affective and bodily experiences as well as narratives of the self. When the
function of religion is viewed in this way, the possibility emerges that the religious symbol
system of one’s birth may not “fit” the particular intrapsychic experience of the adherent.
Thus, one possible form of conversion may involve a search for a more personally resonant
set of religious symbols.
While McDargh and Schweig emphasized verbal symbolization in engendering a felt
shift or impression point, Wright emphasized the aesthetic sense. He argues that the
maternal face and the maternal “idiom of care” (a term he borrows from Bollas) contribute
to an intuitive aesthetic sense that accompanies the individual throughout life. This
aesthetic sense undergirds the feeling of connection to visual or auditory religious symbols
such as sanctuary spaces, icons, music, and ritual.
Shafranske united Rizzuto’s theory of God as a transitional object with theories of
symbolization in the first year of life in his theory of God as a “transformational object”
(1992). Shafranske drew on Bollas’s concept of the transformational object, which
describes how the mother is perceived by the preverbal infant in the earliest phase of life.
In this phase of symbiotic relating, “the mother is not yet identified as an object” but
instead perceived as the “total environment” (p. 97). Repeated cycles of maternal provision
of need through feeding, holding, etc. result in an integration of the infant’s state, and the
mother is “experienced as a process of transformation” from an unintegrated state to an
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Pfister made a similar contention as long ago as 1932: “religious healing can successfully promote
psychotherapeutic change, as change is gauged by psychoanalytic standards, when the religious practices
happen to deploy religious symbolism in fashions that the unconscious superego can use to achieve insights”
(Merkur, 2014; p. 129)
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integrated state (97). Shafranske argued that this experience of transformation continues
to be sought in adulthood:
The object is sought for its function as a signifier of the process of transformation of
being. Thus, in adult life, the quest is not to possess the object; it is sought in order
to surrender to it as a process that alters the self, where the subject-as-supplicant
now feels himself to be the recipient of enviro-somatic caring, identified with
metamorphoses of the self. (97)
This search for a “transformational object” undergirds a passive religious posture, in which
God is sought as a redeemer or a deliverer. In this way, preverbal experiences of
transformation through maternal caregiving underlie religious experiences of renewal or
being "born again.” Powerful conversion experience may draw on such memory traces of
transformation.
Section summary
Psychoanalytic concepts–of transitional phenomena, the use of symbolic
representation, and of regression in the service of the ego–have been of use in theorizing
religion. All of these theories attempt to depict the sphere of life that provides for vitality
and meaning through the intersection of more primitive and more mature modes of
functioning, of affective and somatic experiencing and their encapsulation in symbols given
by culture. The theory of transitional phenomena, with its focus on the space created by
separation from an object, explains the process by which the God image comes to feel alive
and real to the believer. The concept of regression in the service of the ego accounts more
fully for primitive, psychotic-like features of religious experience, and for the ability to
incorporate momentary boundary lapses into a mature personality. Theories of
symbolization lend themselves to the more cognitively and aesthetically mediated aspects
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of religious experience, religious text and ritual that encapsulate affect and provide for
transformation.
Developmental trajectory of religious functioning
A different psychoanalytic frame on religious experience is the developmental
theory of religious functioning. Theorists aiming to rehabilitate the concept of religion in
psychoanalysis argued that religious functioning follows a developmental trajectory that
culminates in a mature mode of religious functioning. Drawing on Fowler’s theory of the
stages of religious faith, Meissner (1984) laid out a psychosexual theory of religious
development. In keeping with Meissner’s Jesuit commitments, the theory is primarily based
on conceptualizations of God and the self in a religious context, and does not fully
characterize other modes of religion such as prayer, community, text, or ritual.
According to Meissner’s theory, the experience of symbiotic union in the oral stage
of infancy provides the grounding for basic trust. This experience of symbiosis can be
evoked later in life as a mystical longing for union with God. With the dawning awareness
of objects outside the self and the advent of secondary narcissism, maternal mirroring
becomes essential to the feeling of being "narcissistically embraced, admired, recognized,
and cherished" (Meissner, 1984). Thus, this stage provides for the representation of God as
fundamentally knowing and loving the individual, and of the self as being fundamentally
loveable. Failures of maternal mirroring in this stage may result in a continued narcissistic
need for mirroring, and the fusion of a split-off, grandiose self with the God image. In
addition, if the primitive splitting that characterizes this stage does not become modulated,
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these defenses form the basis for split idealized and persecutory images of God (Spero,
1992).
The anal stage involves several processes that influence the developing God
representation: the processes of separation and individuation, the struggle for control and
autonomy, and the development of object constancy. Problems in this stage may lead to a
representation of God as punitive and controlling and the self as masochistic, or may lead
to conflicts around closeness and distance with God and ambivalence about religious
commitment (Spero, 1992). As the capacity for object constancy is consolidated, a distinct
representation of God as other begins to develop. Religious functioning at the stage reflects
a law-and-order orientation, with a representation of God as a judge and authority figure
and of the self as subservient.
In the phallic stage, themes of phallic narcissism and grandiosity predominate. The
child begins to create imaginary superheroes and monsters that assuage narcissistic
frustrations (Meissner, 1984). God takes on the child's fantasies of power and
omnipotence, and is infused with the idealized representations of both parents. Religious
functioning at the narcissistic level focuses on a representation of God’s perfection and the
representation of the self as dependent and humble in relation to God.
The Oedipal period brings about significant developments in the identifications and
internalizations of significant others, as well as the internalization of societal ideals and
teachings on religion and morality. This phase also brings the capacity for conceptual or
symbolic mental representation. After the resolution of the Oedipus complex, the child
begins to experience his parents more realistically and discover his disappointment with
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their faults. At this point, God may be seen as compensating for the faults of the parents, or
splitting can occur in which God is devalued (eg. takes on the displaced aggression toward
the father) while the parents are idealized. Religious functioning in an Oedipal mode is
based on a consolidated superego, with a representation of God as the arbiter of the Good
and of the self as an accountable subject.
In latency, the capacity for concrete operations develops and the child begins to
wonder about causal mechanisms among objects in the world. The representation of God
is likely to become anthropomorphic and demystified, with God conceived as a "big person"
and the guardian of animals, objects, and the weather. The child may believe in "immanent
justice," e.g. the fear of being struck by lightning on the spot if he sins (Meissner, 1984).
In adolescence, the child’s object representations become more integrated and
differentiated. At the same time, the adolescent confronts a second period of
separation-individuation in which he struggles with identity consolidation and the
increasing pressures of sexual drives, which contribute to internal conflict and struggle
with religious norms. At the end of this period, the adolescent may emerge with a more
mature, differentiated, and personal conception of God, or the God image may cease to be
compelling. Meissner termed mature religious functioning the “actualized” mode, which is
based on an integrated and coherent representation of God, and a self-representation as an
empowered and empathic religious agent.
Meissner suggested that adult religious believers do not remain fixed at any
developmental of religious functioning, but rather move between them in different
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moments. As Loewald suggests, the ability to flexibly move among these modes, rather than
the attainment of a particular stage, is the best indicator of healthy religiosity.

Psychoanalytic theories of change throughout the lifespan
According to Bankston, “conversion represents in exaggerated form the
fundamental nature of selfhood – its capacity for reflection, change, and reorganization”
(Bankston et al. 1981:285; quoted in Snow & Machalek, 1984). The present section
attempts to characterize religious change—conversion—in terms of more general
psychoanalytic theories. Thus the present section describes theories of psychodynamic
change through interaction with the environment, ie. internalization. The section
summarizes the theories of Loewald, Schafer, and Meissner as they concern basic processes
of internalization throughout the lifespan, and on the basis of their conceptualizations,
makes empirical predictions about the psychology of conversion. Finally, the Eriksonian
idea of identity formation, a theory that explicitly relates intrapsychic structure to the
social world, is summarized.
Processes of internalization
In The Ego and the Id, Freud proffered an answer to the question of how society’s
ideals are internalized as one’s own (1923). The child encounters society’s ideals through
significant others in early life, and at the resolution of the Oedipus complex internalization
of the father’s ideals as the superego takes place. The individual internalizes both the
injunction to be like the father (in following his rules) and the prohibition against being like
the father (in possessing the mother). In this way, internalization builds up psychic
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structure through defensive operations as well as through identification. It is unclear in this
formulation whether this process proceeds throughout life, and if so, how.
Loewald provided a framework for understanding the continuing process of
internalization throughout life. He viewed internalization as a mechanism that enriches the
ego through increasingly higher levels of psychic organization (1980). In contrast to
repression, in “which the ego protects its own current organization” by excluding
unwanted material, internalization is a process by which “the ego opens itself up, loosens
its current organization to allow for its own further growth” (p. 75). The capacity for
continuing internalization and enrichment of the psychic structure of the ego remains
throughout life. Loewald took as an example of this the identification with Christ as “the
ultimate love object, which the believer loses as an external object and regains by
identification with him as an ego ideal” (1980, p. 260). This feeling is apparent in the verse,
commonly quoted on Christian paraphernalia, “Through Christ I can do all things,”
reflecting an enlargement of the ego through identification with an all-powerful God
(Philippians 4:13).
Loewald made particular reference to changes in superego functioning over the
lifespan: “[d]emands, expectations, hopes, and ideals change in the course of development.
Some are reached and fulfilled and are no longer beckonings from a future; others are not.
Some are given up, others remain as ideals and demands though never reached and
fulfilled. New demands and ideals arise.” How are these demands and ideals internalized;
how do they come to feel a part of the self, rather than a voice from the outside? Loewald
suggested that introjected objects vary in their closeness to the “ego core” (p. 270). The
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extent to which external material is differentiated and modified as it is integrated into
psychic structure – the degree to which it is internalized – determines how closely it is
assimilated into the ego core.
We may make some predictions about the process of conversion on the basis of
Loewald’s argument. First, it is possible for new ideals and objects to be internalized,
thereby changing and enriching the structure of the ego, throughout life, and it is possible
for old ideals to become more distant. However, it would seem that the ideals initially
internalized with the formation of the superego always remain part of psychic structure.
They can never be externalized, but may be repressed, mourned, or distanced from the ego
core.
To apply this paradigm to religious conversion, converts who appear utterly alien
from their former ideals may be said to be using repression, while those who have been
able to mourn them may have formulated a more complex, ultimately enriching
relationship to them. Second, the quality of the internalization may be assessed based on
the extent to which new identifications are transformed and differentiated–as opposed to
absorbed wholesale–in the building up of the ego. Empirically: converts who have
internalized new ideals may speak in an idiosyncratic and integrated way about their
religion, while those who have introjected them may speak in a stereotyped or formulaic
way. Third, the identification with new religious objects, as in a God figure or religious
leader, are not ipso facto evidence of inadequate objects in early life, but may reflect a
normative process of the enrichment of psychic structure.
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Schafer defined internalization as “all those processes by which the subject
transforms real or imagined regulatory interactions with his environment, and real or
imagined characteristics of his environment, into inner regulations and characteristics”
(1968, p. 9). He distinguished between introjection, “an inner presence with which one
feels in a continuous or intermittent dynamic relationship” (p. 74), and identification, the
modification of the self-representation in order to experience being like the representation
of an object (p. 140). Thus according to his formulation, religious conversion may result in
changes to the self via identification, and to internal objects (eg. God) via introjection.
Schafer clarified that identification must refer to objects, rather than “abstract
symbols or ideas,” since “unconscious ideation tends to be concrete, and identification is
based on unconscious processes” (p. 142). These theoretical clarifications point to the
essential importance of object relationships in internalization, whether in early life or in a
later stage. Schafer emphasized that introjects and identifications are unconscious and
dynamic; it is impossible to determine the degree of internalization of any given object
based on one speech sample. Thus, Schafer’s work points our attention to converts’
experiences of significant others as essential to processes of internalization, including
affiliation with abstract ideals. It also warns of the limits of drawing firm conclusions from
the empirical study of material that is essentially unconscious.
Meissner’s work points our attention to the process of the conscious narration of
personal change. He distinguished between the ego as an intrapsychic agency, and the self,
“that part of the internal world which is introspectable and representable” (1980, p. 241).
Thus, unconscious processes of intrapsychic change are distinct from the conscious
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narrative of those processes. This study has access only to the conscious narrative, and is
unable to directly access the work of the unconscious. Therefore, as Snow and Machalek
suggest in their work on conversion narratives, analysis must take care to distinguish
between the conscious narrative of conversion, and the underlying intrapsychic factors
potentially at play. Yet the work of the self is not epiphenomenal: conscious narrative
reflects the active work of creating self-continuity and is itself of psychodynamic
importance. Meissner’s formulation points us to attend to the conscious narration of the
conversion: is the self seen as radically transformed by conversion, or as relatively
continuous with the past? To what extent was the conversion experienced as passive or
active?
Identity formation
Erikson’s psychoanalytic theory uniquely integrated the individual’s intrapsychic
organization with interaction with the social world, and for this reason his arguments
appear most directly applicable to conversion, especially as it often occurs in adolescence
(Pew, 2015). In consolidating an identity, “the young individual must learn to be most
himself where he means most to others—those others, to be sure, who have come to mean
most to him” (1956, p. 57). Identity is thus a process of mutual sizing up between an
individual and his environment for the possibilities of genuine recognition and authentic
living.
Erikson theorized identity formation as a conscious, active process that begins
where the unconscious work of internalization ends. As the individual approaches
adulthood, he contains a multitude of prior internalizations from the world of objects,
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including the results of early introjection and projection in relation to the maternal object,
as well as identifications with part aspects of objects throughout childhood. Identity
formation relies on a synthetic function of the ego, a prioritization and reshuffling of these
identifications into a gestalt that is more than the sum of its parts. Identity formation, then,
“arises from the selective repudiation and mutual assimilation of childhood identifications,
and their absorption in a new configuration” (ibid, p. 68). This “evolving” configuration
integrates “constitutional givens, idiosyncratic libidinal needs, favored capacities, significant
identifications, effective defenses, successful sublimations, and consistent roles” to form a
whole personality (ibid, p. 71, italics in original).
For Erikson, the process of identity formation continues throughout life, but is most
central in adolescence, when the task of taking one’s place as a functioning adult in the
community is required. Thus, Erikson described a socially sanctioned period of
moratorium, through which the adolescent can “try on” different roles, ideas, values, and
3

ways of life, which is fraught with difficulty even under normal circumstances. This
conceptualization dovetails with empirical findings that place religious conversion in the
stage of adolescence and young adulthood (Starbuck, 1897; Pew, 2015). An implication of
this formulation is that the experience of emotional “crisis” described in psychological
studies of conversion may sometimes reflect the normative crisis of adolescence. This may
help explain why research suggests that even conversion motivated by crisis can have
lasting salutary effects: it may reflect the resolution of a normative rather than a neurotic
crisis on the basis of a good-enough past.

Interestingly, here Erikson cites William James’s ideas of “the old alternative ego” and “the murdered self,”
formulated in the context of questions of religious identity (71).
3
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Erikson also emphasized the role of the community in “identifying” and accepting
the young adult. The integration of identity depends on “the process by which a society
(often through subsocieties) identifies the young individual, recognizing him as somebody
who had to become the way he is, and who, being the way he is, is taken for granted.”
(1950, p. 68, italics in original). There is a mutuality in this process: it relies both on the
young person’s active choice to take his place in the adult world, and on the capacity of the
adult world to recognize and accept him. The community joyfully affirms young adults who
conform to its expectations (as in ceremonies of confirmation), and wrathfully rejects those
who do not. Thus, conversion may be seen as a failure of mutual recognition between the
individual and the childhood community, perhaps of the type that prompts adolescents to
seek out an idealized authority figure for merger and self-regulation. On the other hand,
Erikson’s formulation allows for the possibility that the community and the individual may
come to different values and role expectations as a matter of choice and agency; that the
interest of the two need not align, especially in a pluralistic and highly mobile society. An
individual’s departure from his community can thus be seen as a type of differentiation that
preserves the integrity of both.
Section conclusion
Psychoanalytic theories of internalization throughout the lifespan and identity
formation point our attention to different possibilities for how religious conversion could
result in intrapsychic change. Loewald asserted that change may occur through the
temporary relaxation of ego boundaries in order to incorporate new material, resulting in
increasing complexity of psychic structure. Schafer pointed to the importance of
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unconscious processes and of significant others in processes of internalization. Meissner
distinguished between unconscious changes in intrapsychic structure and the conscious
narration of personal change, and describes both as important. Finally, Erikson pointed to
the importance of mutual recognition and influence between the self and society in the
adolescent process of identity formation.

Rationale for the current study
This dissertation aims to investigate the intrapsychic aspects of the process of
conversion. The importance of attachment relationships, transitional phenomena and
symbolic meaning, and internalization and identity change involved in adopting a new
religion will all be subjects of focus.
From the sociological literature on conversion, we have seen that religious
conversion is a common phenomenon in the context of prevalent religious belief and
pluralism in the United States. Yet the definitions, typologies, and proposed psychological
processes of conversion have been highly influenced by their context in the study of
Protestant revival and New Religious Movements. Studies of conversion to other religious
groups remain few and far between. This narrowing of the field of interest has distorted the
characterization of religious change.
The psychological study of conversion is replete with dichotomy: between active
and passive, sudden and gradual, neurotic and healthy. Empirical studies have provided
insight into the predisposing factors and outcomes of conversion. But most fail to provide a
holistic narrative of the conversion process that would go beyond these dichotomies. For
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example, the relationship between insecure attachment and conversion could imply many
narratives: conversion could represent a search for a concrete attachment figure in a
religious leader; it could reflect the mature use of God as a transitional object; it could
represent an avoidant retreat into ideology over human contact. Qualitative study can flesh
out these possible paths, assist in interpreting prior quantitative research, and inspire
future hypotheses.
Psychological research points to important benchmarks of the conversion process
that should be integrated into the investigation: dissatisfaction with the current religion,
the seeking process, encounter with the new faith (including significant people), learning
and integration into the new community, formalization of conversion, and after effects,
including disillusionment and deconversion. Psychological research also points to three
broad results of conversion: conversion as a source of ego and superego support, as a
source of concrete attachment figures, and as a source of meaning and creativity.
From a psychoanalytic perspective, religion can be seen as serving many functions.
From a Freudian perspective, religion provides for a sense of comfort and security to the
immature personality, one loathe to live in a disenchanted world. The representation of
God as an omnipotent father both serves to motivate prosocial behavior and to organize
men to dominate nature, yet it also inhibits the development of independence and the
ability to live in reality. From a more sympathetic perspective, religion can be seen as
providing an important relationship with God as an illusory transitional object. Its symbolic
system can provide a foundation for symbolizing affective experience, resulting in “felt
shifts” and “impression points” that reorient the individual. Conceptualized in terms of
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unconscious and primary process, it can serve as a force of vitality in the context of intact
secondary process functioning. Religious functioning can be seen as a developmental line
that follows the psychosexual stages, culminating in a mature mode of religiosity.
Psychoanalytic case studies have shown that conversion may result in a productive
relationship to God as a transitional object, as well as religious experience that is affectively
soothing. Theories of religious symbolization suggest that conversion may provide a new
symbolic system that has the potential to be organizing and vitalizing. These clinical and
theoretical perspectives have been subjected to little systematic study: only one
psychoanalytically oriented qualitative study has assessed the conversion experience in the
context of the person’s whole history and personality.
The literature on the psychology of religion, from all perspectives, does not
adequately address inter-religious differences. If one takes religion seriously as a cultural
product, rather than just a mechanism for dealing with psychological needs, then any
account of religious phenomena must take into account the specific theology, symbols,
rituals, community structure, sacred text, and normative prescriptions for behavior
associated with that religion. These factors form the Winnicottian “objective” aspect of
religion, one that confronts the believer as unchangeable aspects of reality. The
goodness-of-fit between the individual and his or her religious environment is a crucial
aspect of the individual’s ability to use religion as a transitional phenomenon. Yet the
specific features of religious traditions are often neglected in accounts of religious
phenomena and psychodynamic needs. This dissertation aims to begin to fill in some of
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these gaps by using qualitative methods to provide a thick description of the
psychodynamic uses of conversion.
Finally, I wish to make a methodological comment about the psychoanalysis of
religion. Rizzuto stated, “[m]y method enables me to deal only with psychic experience.
Logic does not permit me to go beyond a psychological level of inference” (1979 p. 4). But
psychoanalysis has often been used to make theological claims in opposing directions.
Many, including Freud, reduce religious experience to nothing other than the operation of
psychological needs (Jones, 1996). On the other hand, religious apologists such as Spero
propose that God imbued humanity with the psychological means to apprehend Him,
implying that human religious experiences may contain information about the divine
(Jones, 1996). This study adopts Rizzuto’s mode of psychoanalytic assessment of religious
experience. It leaves religious truth in the realm of the theologian and focuses on the
subjective, private meanings of religion. Statements about the psychological function of
religion for the individual are not meant to reduce religion to the psychological, but to
explain the ways in which individual psychology constrains and informs religious
experience.

Research Questions
The present study therefore aims to address the above mentioned lacunae in the
literature by studying a group of converts to diverse religions from a psychoanalytic
perspective using qualitative methods. The following questions serve as a guide for the
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data collection and analysis. In parentheses, preliminary hypotheses based on previous
empirical work as well as psychoanalytic concepts of interest are added.
1. What are the factors that lead to religious conversion? (“seeking” temperament,
attachment insecurity, emotional crisis)
2. What are the psychodynamic uses of conversion? (as a transitional phenomenon, for
defense, for emotion regulation, for structural change)
3. What processes and factors determine the “fit” between the convert and the
adoptive religion? (religious advocates, religion as a symbolic system)
4. What are the processes by which the adoptive religion becomes part of the self?
(How is it internalized? How does it become part of identity?)
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Chapter 3: Methods
The purpose of the study is to inform a psychoanalytic understanding of the
phenomenon of conversion, using a fine-grained analysis of individuals’ experiences to
inform and integrate already existing theoretical constructs. The study therefore employs
qualitative methods, including case study and theoretical thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). Case study is appropriate when the phenomenon under investigation
requires a holistic, ideographic analysis of a single instance. In this study, the
psychodynamic processes involved in conversion are best assessed by considering the
conversion process in light of the entire personal history and psychodynamic functioning of
the individual. Second, the theoretical thematic analysis looks across all participants to find
common psychodynamic processes in the phenomenon of conversion. A theoretical
thematic approach utilizes an overarching theoretical framework to point the researcher to
themes of interest in coding. In this way, coding arises from the intersection of data and
theory, as opposed to coding schemes that are predetermined using theoretical constructs
or a more inductive approach such as grounded theory.

Definition of conversion & religions of interest
For the purposes of this study, conversion is defined as a change in religious
tradition that leads to a significant change in the convert’s way of life. The definition of
conversion differs from many psychological studies of conversion, which rely on the
Protestant paradigm of inner conversion. The purpose of this definition is to limit the
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phenomenon to conversions that include the adoption of a new symbol system, which is a
central construct of interest. This study also aims to explore the implications of separating
from the religion of one’s childhood, including relationships to the family of origin, spouse
and children, community and religious leaders. Converts must have switched between
broad religious groups (Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Catholicism, Protestantism, Judaism)
or from no religion. People who underwent “intensification” experiences may be included if
(1) they came from such a minimal background that the change was experienced as a move
from no religion, and (2) the conversion is possible to pinpoint to a moment in time, such
that there is a clear “before” and “after.” Conversion must have been done for voluntary,
personal reasons, rather than for marriage or other reasons.
The religions under study are Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. These were selected
because they are Western monotheistic religions, which are “exclusive; they demand
rejection of all other religious paths and require total allegiance from their followers”
(Rambo, 1993, p. 34). Thus, conversion to one of these religions requires decisive
renunciation of the childhood religion and wholehearted adoption of the new religion.
Knowledge of the theologies, rituals, and conversion processes of the religions will be
provided primarily by the interviewees as informants. The conversion processes are
summarized by Rambo (2012) as follows: conversion to Christianity is a process of
accepting Jesus Christ as Lord and savior, and is sometimes formalized by baptism.
Conversion to Judaism includes undertaking conversion classes with a rabbi, usually for a
period of one year, and formalizing the conversion through immersion in a ritual bath in
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the presence of three rabbinic witnesses. Conversion to Islam is accomplished by reciting
the Shahada (declaration of faith) in front of two Muslim witnesses.

Participants
The sample included nine converts to the three religions under study. Attempts
were made to balance the sample in terms of religious group, sex, race/ethnicity, and
socioeconomic status. Diversity of participants was maximized so as to include a wide
range of conversion experiences. Participants were recruited via Facebook advertisement,
email postings to religious listservs (eg. for the Muslim “Convertsations” program at NYU),
and personal and professional contacts with clergy such as rabbis in New York City, an
Evangelical pastor, staff of the Interfaith Ministries for Greater Houston, and the Muslim
chaplain at Yale University.
Participants met the following criteria: (1) They converted from a different religion
or no religion. (2) The conversion took place between 1 and 20 years ago. This time period
was chosen to ensure that there had been enough time after the formalization of the
conversion to determine outcomes, and that it was still possible to recall the conversion
process. (3) The conversion was sought for personal reasons and was sufficiently
transformative. This was assessed by a screening that required endorsement of the
statements “the conversion led to a significant change in my way of life” and “I converted
for personal reasons, not mainly in the context of a romantic relationship.” (4) Participants
denied any history of psychotic disorder.
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Instruments
The primary instrument was a semi-structured interview that covers childhood
family life and religious experiences, religious history, the conversion process, and the
current religious life (see Appendix A). This interview was constructed in accordance with
the research questions and informed by prior research on the conversion process. Several
questions are informed by Ullman’s study (1989). At the beginning of the interview,
participants completed the Object Relations Inventory, a measure that asks for open-ended
5-minute speech samples describing significant others (self, mother, father, God, and a
significant other) (Diamond, 2011). Participants also completed a brief demographic
questionnaire.

Procedures
Participants were recruited either by personal referral by contacts of the
investigator, or by responding to publicity. Potential participants were screened by phone
using the brief screening described above. Interviews were conducted at private, secure
locations, including a midtown office space and the CUNY Graduate Center psychology
department. Participants were given a consent form for study participation, including
audio recording, which they reviewed and signed. Participants completed the demographic
form and quantitative scales prior to the interview. Filling out the scales took
approximately 15 minutes and the interview took approximately 2 hours. The interview
was audio recorded on the investigator’s password-protected iphone and computer and

60

saved in a password-protected folder. Study information was stored in a locked cabinet in
the investigator's home.

Data Analysis
Object Relations Inventory Scoring
The Object Relations Inventory was scored using the Differentiation-Relatedness
scale developed by Diamond, Blatt, Stayner, and Kaslow (2010). The theory of self and
other representation underlying this scale emphasizes the dialectic tension between the
development of a coherent, differentiated self-representation and the development of the
capacity for mature and empathic interpersonal relationships. The DR scale posits ten
developmental levels of self and other representations that progress toward increasing
differentiation, consolidation, integration, and flexibility in representations of self and
other, along with the capacity for mutual empathy and relatedness. D-R Scoring is
summarized in Appendix F. The DR scale has been shown to have an intraclass correlation
coefficient of 0.86, indicating acceptable inter-rater reliability (Huprich & Greenberg,
2003).
ORI D-R scoring was done by a researcher who has demonstrated reliability with
the criterion rater for the D-R scale. This was the first application of the ORI D-R scale to
descriptions of God. This application is justified on the basis of Rizzuto’s theory of the God
image as an object representation that follows general processes of mental representation.
4

However, the image of God differs from that of significant others . In forming the God

4

Although believers may experience their interactions with God as very real.
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representation, the believer integrates religious education, rather than real-life experience,
with intrapsychic processes of mental representation. In the sample, descriptions of God
were often more abstract than those of significant others, particularly for Jewish and
Muslim participants. Nonetheless, the rater reported that the scale criteria of
differentiation, integration, coherence, complexity, and an awareness of change over time
were applicable to the God description (Efrat, personal communication). The D-R score for
the God description was in the range of scores for other object representations for all
participants, which demonstrates convergent validity for both Rizzuto’s theory and for this
novel application of the D-R scale.
Case studies
Four participants were selected for case study analysis. At least one participant was
selected from each religion of study, in order to demonstrate one full conversion narrative
within the three religious traditions. The participants were selected to illustrate a variety of
levels of psychological functioning before and after the conversion, and to illustrate diverse
psychodynamic uses of conversion. Case studies relied on interview and ORI data to
describe the participant’s developmental history, conversion story, psychodynamic uses of
conversion, and current psychological and object relational functioning. These data were
integrated to construct a holistic picture of the psychodynamic uses of conversion.
Theoretical thematic analysis
Interviews were analyzed using a theoretical thematic analysis approach (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). The first analysis consisted of reviewing and taking notes on the transcripts.
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This was followed by open coding for each paragraph of the interviews. Coding focused on
the psychodynamic origins, processes, and outcomes of religious conversion and was
guided by the research questions. Over 150 themes were generated. These themes were
distilled into approximately 25 mid-level themes. A codebook was created based on the
mid-level themes and interviews were re-coded according to these themes. Finally,
mid-level themes were organized into overarching themes and subthemes. These
overarching themes and subthemes are reported in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 4: Case Studies
Introduction
This section contains four case studies that illustrate the psychodynamic uses of
conversion in the context of an individual life. Each case study integrates ORI D-R scores
and interview data to construct a holistic picture of the motivations, processes, and
outcomes of the conversion. The four conversion stories demonstrate a wide range of
psychological functioning and psychodynamic uses of conversion. Case 1, Tim5, best
illustrates the Christian Evangelical conversion narrative of sudden and total
transformation. Case 2, Peter, describes his conversion to Judaism as a vitalizing,
organizing influence: as a transitional phenomenon. Case 3, Maryam, draws on Islam to
engage in internal object relations with God as a retreat from the world of external others.
Case 4, Nicole, is the only participant in the sample who did not report a significant
improvement in her life as a result of the conversion, and will illustrate what may block the
productive use of religion. The case studies together will show that the conversion figures
prominently in the psychic life of the individual, and can be used in a variety of ways.
ORI D-R scores are summarized in the table below:

5

Names and identifying details have been changed.
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Table 1: Case Study ORI D-R Scores

Mother

Father

Significant
Other

Tim

7

7

8

7

7

7

Peter

10

9

8

10

9

9

Maryam

7

6

6

7

6

6

Nicole

7

7

6

6

6

6

Participant

God

Self

Median

All participants’ scores are at least the level that reflects emerging (6) or consolidated (7)
object constancy and is considered to be the “threshold of normal functioning” (Huprich,
Auerbach, Porcerelli, & Bupp, 2016). One of the participants, Peter, shows an unusual
ability to construct integrated, holistic, and differentiated pictures of significant figures.

Case Study 1: Transformed by God
Tim is a 36-year-old Vietnamese-American married man who works as a software
engineer as well as a Christian pastor in prison and outreach ministry. At the time of the
interview, he was living with his wife in Connecticut. Tim grew up in a nominally Christian
family, and he described an intense, sudden conversion experience at age 17 that
transformed his life. Tim is a stocky man of medium build who told his story in an
associative and colorful manner, but was easily redirected to speaking in a more linear
narrative.
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Developmental History
Tim grew up in an unstable household dominated by the violence of his father, a
prominent figure in Vietnamese organized crime. He moved between his father and his
mother’s house after they separated, and spent time with various relatives during his
adolescence. Tim described his mother as warm, kind, and “weak,” ineffectual at protecting
him and his younger sister from the effects of his father’s violence. Tim described scenes in
which his father beat his mother and threw hot soup at her face. He recalled one incident in
which his mother fled the house without shoes to escape the abuse, then came home with
bloody feet, having stepped on glass on the street. His memory of his childhood reactions to
these incidents was of being frozen and numb: he recalled his mother telling him that after
one incident he looked at the floor and repeatedly said, “oh boy, oh boy, oh boy.” Tim’s
parents separated when he was four, and his father took him to live with his paternal
grandparents in Oregon, leaving his sister with their mother. Tim said that after he left with
his father, he actually attempted to bring Tim back to the home but his mother had locked
the door. When asked why his mother had allowed him to leave with his father rather than
taking him in, Tim said that “she was scared of [my father].”
After the separation, Tim’s father turned his abuse from his mother to Tim: he beat
him for small offenses, verbally abused him, threatened to abandon him, and displayed
little warmth toward him. His father was primarily preoccupied with his criminal activities,
and Tim described scenes in which his father, paranoid and running from the law, would
interrogate him for signs of disloyalty. Tim was cared for mainly by his paternal
grandmother, who died of a heart attack when Tim was 10. Tim attributed the heart attack
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to a confrontation between his grandmother and his father that frightened her. Tim
remembered feeling a sense of guilt about not having been more kind to her before she
died. After her death, he was sent to live with his paternal aunt and her husband. Shortly
thereafter, he was reunited with his mother in New York. Tim was unable to recall clear
reasons for the numerous changes in his living environment.
Tim dropped out of school at age 16 and became involved in gang activity and
violent crime. He described a feeling of “brotherhood” in connecting with other adolescents
“from broken homes” and described himself as an “automatic leader” in the world of gang
violence, because of the role model of his father. He reported that committing violent
crimes felt “intoxicating;” when engaged in crime, he would think, “Man, this feels good. I'm
important. People really look up to me. They're really scared of me. They'll do anything I
tell them." After he threatened to stab his step-father, he was sent back to Oregon to live
with his uncle for a short period of time, but his uncle too sent him back to New York
because he was “uncontrollable.” Tim did recall having certain moral impulses during this
period: “whenever I lashed out as a kid, and I did dumb things, like acted violently or
whatever ... [my mother] would always remind me that it reminded me, reminded her of
her dad, my dad. And she asked me not to do that, because it would make her palpitate and
get really scared again. I remember hearing that and thinking, ‘Oh, this is ... I should change
this.’” Thus his mother communicated an explicit identification between him and his
father—in his misprision, casting him as her father. This perception of his power to damage
informed his self-representation and motivated him to change, although he did not have
the capacity to do so at the time.
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Childhood experience with religion
Although Tim was not raised in a churchgoing family, God and the Bible appear as
saving figures throughout his narrative of his childhood. His mother had experienced a
religious conversion after she sent him to live with his father, and she told him the only
way she survived was through her faith in God. He remembered his uncle, a devout
Christian, as the primary decent and stable influence in his life. He reported one incident in
which his cousin held a Bible out toward his father, begging him to change his violent ways.
The father then threw the Bible at Tim and said “you’re supposed to be a better son.” Tim
opened it up and read part of it. He recalled being awed by the heft of the book and
thinking, “There's God, maybe. And if, God, if you exist, can you please help me? Because I
feel, my dad keeps just hitting, he just keeps hitting me and keeps treating me bad.” When
asked about his perception of God during his childhood, Tim said, “I just thought of him as
the strongest, the biggest, the best, untouchable, somehow in control… Yeah, who could
save me, basically.” His latency age representation of God was as a superhero, a man who
was both benevolent and more powerful than his father and could therefore save him.
Conversion story
Tim’s conversion happened during a period in his life in which his violent activities
had increased. He and his friends were stockpiling weapons and he made his first plan to
kill a rival gang member. During this time period, he and a friend made routine plans to
beat up a teenager. Tim reported,
I remember we were going to go at him... just for fun, you know? And he stopped me.
He's like, ‘Hey. Do you know who Jesus is,’ right? And I was like, ‘What?’ It was just
so alarming and just caught me off guard. And I was like, ‘What are you talking
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about?’ And then he's like, ‘He loves you. I don't know what you're doing. I don't
know why you want to do this, but don't do it.’
Tim recalled that he was shocked into stopping the attack and going home. He reported
that the teenager found his email address and started sending him daily devotionals. He
said,
One day, I read them. And it actually spoke to what I was dealing with that day. I was
like, ‘Oh. That's really weird.’ And mind you, we had this plan to kill these guys. And
the next day, another one, same thing happened. Different situation. The next day... I
don't remember if it was the sixth or seventh day. Almost a week goes by. Every
single day, this devotion just hits me. It just speaks to me. And I'm like, ‘Why? What
is going on?’
Interested in the uncanny connections, Tim wondered if God was speaking with him
directly. He put the question to the following test: “I said, ‘God, are you real? Are you trying
to talk to me right now? If you’re real, talk to me.’ And then that moment, I had one
Christian song on my MP3 list, and the music was going… I had thousands of songs, pirated.
And it was Amazing Grace. And I don't know what came over me. I just remember falling to
my knees and just sobbing. And I remember sobbing for hours.”
After this transformative experience, Tim decided to leave New York and move with
friends who “were not gang types” to California. Although he was determined to change his
life, he was not sure how to proceed. He said, “It wasn't perfect. The first five years were
really hard. I did get into a few other fights and life was still a little dicey.” Feeling aimless
and depressed, and drinking alcohol nightly, he decided to fast for 6 days and ask God to
show him a sign. At the end of the fast, his mother called him. Tim said, “She's like, ‘There's
a missionary here. He spent the night at our place.... And he said he had a dream about you
last night.” In the dream, he saw a sky full of crows and a wounded eagle falling out of the
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sky. He then prayed for the eagle, healed his wound, and let him go. The eagle turned into a
young man, whom he described as physically resembling Tim. Tim’s mother saw this as a
sign that he was meant to work with the missionary. He traveled with the missionary to
Nepal for six months, where his work included physical labor, teaching and preaching, and
he was subject to a tightly regimented sleeping and eating schedule. While in Nepal, he had
a moving experience of speaking in tongues:
I started speaking in a language that I couldn’t understand. It just came out of me.
Visualize a fire hydrant opened and water coming out. That’s how it felt… And I was
like “Oh my gosh.’ Right? All I could think in my head was like, ‘God is real. This is
incredible. What is this power?’ It kept flowing through me, and I remember just
crying, tears streaming down. And me feeling elated and joy.
Post-Conversion Life
Tim described a transformation of the self as a result of his conversion. He said, “The
miracle was not things outside of me changed, it was that I changed.” He reported that he
lost over 70 pounds while working as a missionary in Nepal. He also described changes in
his ability to pursue goals, saying he gained greater impulse control, patience, and
resilience. Even his intelligence had changed: “I felt different. I thought different. It’s like
something else opened up inside of my brain… it’s the Holy Spirit, who speaks to us and
guides us and uses wisdom, and part of the mind of God. The Holy Spirit has given me
power to do things that I couldn’t have done on my own.” Tim feels God guiding him in his
everyday life, protecting him from danger, and providing him with uncanny intuition about
people and situations.
After returning from Nepal, Tim completed his GED, went back to college and
graduated with a 4.0 GPA. He then enrolled in an Ivy League theological seminary and
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became a pastor. He met and married his wife. After a painful failed attempt to found his
own church, he felt “like God wasn't there, like I couldn't talk to him like normal, like we
used to. I felt a despair that I've never felt in my life.” He went through a period dominated
by alcoholism, overeating and pornography. He described pulling himself out of these
addictions through the support of his wife and a gradual return of his relationship with
God. He then went back to school and obtained a degree in software engineering, which is
currently his main source of income. At the time of the interview, he was renovating a
house in the suburbs and his wife was pregnant with their first child. He continued to
engage in preaching and prison ministry.
Tim described his life as fulfilling and meaningful, but accompanied by constant
anxiety and temptation. He worried about the increasing demands of this phase of his life,
in which he is anticipating becoming a father and providing for a family. He said, “the
thirties are a very dangerous time for the men in my family,” several of whom had gone to
jail or become substance abusers in this decade. He stated that he goes through phases in
which he is consumed by work and “neglects” his wife. He stated, “I have to protect my
psychology from becoming too anxious or angry or worried... I go to food a lot to feel better,
to comfort myself in times of stress.” He described times in which he has been drawn into
“obsessions” such as following his investments in the stock market: “getting a dopamine hit
every time you look at the charts, right?... I'm drawn to this, and it's hard for me to focus on
other things. So I have to pull myself away. I have to drag myself away from that, be like
okay [sighs] I almost fell really deeply into that. Can't go back there.”
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Conversion narrative
Tim frames his conversion experience in terms of a transformation of the self, a
Pauline paradigm of passive, affective, solitary, and sudden conversion (Lofland & Skonovd,
1978; Snow & Machalek, 1984). His description strongly echoes Evangelical conversion
narratives: a sinful past, signs from God in everyday life, a sudden visitation from God,
resulting in emotional catharsis, and a re-orientation of the self toward religious ends. His
descriptions of potentially psychotic processes, such as hallucinatory experiences and ideas
of reference, are culturally congruent with this narrative (Kling, 2014). While Tim was not
raised religious, he was raised in an Evangelical milieu in which people pray for
experiences of visitation by God and speaking in tongues, and they try to bring about
conversion by means of practices like fasting (Harding, 1987). In addition, the Evangelical
narrative of salvation is uniquely congenial to Tim’s personal history of sin and
redemption. Tim can integrate his past and present selves, because for him, sinning and
being saved is the ideal type of the religious life.
Tim told a convincing story of personal change as a result of his conversion that
integrates past and present selves. He was able to describe the influence of his past on his
present functioning, to reflect on his previous motivations when he was engaged in violent
crime, to acknowledge his ongoing difficulties and weaknesses, to express genuine guilt
over his past crimes, and to acknowledge flaws in his religious community. Given his
attachment history, his ability to create a nuanced and integrated portrait of significant
others and to describe changes in the relationship over time was impressive; his ORI D-R
scale scores were between 7-8. In the sections that follow, I will attempt to explain the way
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in which Tim’s conversion allowed for a change in intrapsychic and interpersonal
functioning.
Significant others
Tim’s main religious relationships are with his wife and God. His ORI D-R score for
his description of his wife was a 7, meaning he was able to describe her as a complex, whole
person and to acknowledge her differences from him, including areas of conflict such as her
fastidiousness about the upkeep of the house. He described her as a reliable, loving
confidant and described his relationship with her as redemptive: “I didn't trust that she
loved me for a long time. I was always afraid that she was going to leave me. I was always
afraid that there's something wrong with me. Since you're with me, there's something
wrong with you. But she really modeled the kind of patient love that I needed to heal a big
swath of my own heart, to believe that somebody could actually definitely be there for you.”
He described her as “complementary” to him, a reference to the Evangelical ideal of
“complementarian” marriage that prescribes gendered roles based on essential differences
between men and women. Thus he contrasted his “linear” thinking with his wife’s “lateral”
thinking, his preference for “philosophy, reason, order” with her “creativity,” “affection,”
and “heartfelt expression of singing to God.”
Tim described having reconciled with his family of origin to varying degrees. There
was a split between the father, represented as bad, and the mother, represented as
good—yet both of these descriptions were modulated and believable in the context of the
dramatic events of Tim’s life. He said that his father was now infirm and demented, still
paranoid and rageful at Tim. His ORI D-R score for his father was a 7. Given his father’s
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abuse and violent crime, Tim showed an impressive ability to acknowledge and integrate
his father’s good and bad aspects. In some ways, Tim described his father as a demonic
figure: “I saw the worst things in my dad. Some of the worst, even today, I've met some bad
people, like even today, I don't know if I met anybody like my dad. My dad's pretty... He was
locked up [n]ext to Charles Manson.” Yet this description seemed congruent with the reality
of organized crime that Tim described. At the same time, he was able to describe his
father’s charm and intelligence, and the vulnerability present in his paranoia. His
description of his father ended with an acknowledgement that “there was a lot of hurt
there, you know?”
Tim described his mother as a humble, loving, soft person who “always wants to do
the right thing,” but was “very frail, physically, emotionally also.” In his ORI description, he
made no reference to her abandonment of him or of feeling any anger or sadness about
having been separated from her for eight years. Instead, he said, “She really loved me, and
she didn't give up on me. And that's something that I think… [t]hat really changes people,
you know?” He explained her inability to stand up to his father on the grounds of her
feminine nature: ““she's not like a, you know, hardened man. We just take things. When my
dad did what he did, that really hurt her and it scarred her.” Thus while Tim was able to
paint a coherent and nuanced portrait of his mother, it was predicated on the repression of
a major aspect of their past.
In terms of religious community, Tim described rewarding relationships with his
religious mentor from Nepal and with various other pastors, with whom he shares sermons
and stories of pastoral work. However, when asked to describe the main disappointment in
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his religious life, Tim spoke about being disillusioned by hypocrisy and scandal among
prominent Vietnamese pastors, whom he described as such: “Part of the bad thing about
Vietnamese culture is bosses are really big, a really big deal. Patriarchal society not only,
but if you're a boss, you're boss. And so in the church, the pastor became boss. And so
because of that, a lot of abuses occurred.” Thus, part of his religious landscape is the return
of the dominating, immoral paternal figure he escaped. This disillusionment has led him to
turn to a more solitary religious life, focused on “the invisible church” of true believers.
God image
According to Rizzuto, the mature God image, conceptualized as a transitional object,
serves as a source of psychological resilience and comfort for the believer and is amenable
to modification based on his psychological needs. Thus, the God image is expected to
correspond to the overall object relational maturity of the individual, to reflect his
predominant developmental difficulties, and in the ideal case, to be a source of resilience in
the face of life stressors.
For Tim, the representation of God is flexible and nuanced, reflected in his ORI score
of 7. Tim described God as ultimately unknowable and continually surprising, in contrast to
rigid Evangelical believers who “think they really know God, what God does and doesn’t
like.” For Rizzuto, this apprehension of the mystery of God is the sine qua non of mature
religious belief (1979, p. 207). Tim describes God’s great sacrificial love and the way God
shows his reliability, approval, and guidance in his life. He emphasized the paradigm of
Jesus as a humble servant.
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Tim’s representation of God is centrally involved in his intrapsychic struggle
between masculine and feminine representations and identifications. Tim’s representation
of masculinity, centrally informed by his father, is characterized by domination, cruelty,
and immorality, while femininity, informed by his mother and wife, is characterized by
goodness, humility, and transformative love. An identification with father as a paradigm of
toxic masculinity threatens a positive self-image.
In his self-description, Tim referenced a constant attempt to resist an identification
with his father: “to prove myself, to the people around me, that I'm not my dad.” He
described a series of conflicts between “feminine” and “masculine” parts of himself. He said,
“there’s a side of me that’s soft and emotional, and it was brought out from having sisters.”
On the other hand, “there’s another part of me, if I didn’t have my sisters, that I’d be a
meathead, a macho meathead, just, I don't care, I do what I want.” The feminine side is
identified with morality and with Christianity. Thus, just as his mother “always wants to do
the right thing,” he has “this strong desire to do what’s right.” And “there’s a part of me
now, after I became a Christian… I overcompensate by being too accommodating to people.
And I have a harder time now actually asserting myself.” Thus Tim finds himself vacillating
between a pole of selfishness and temptation that is “bad,” but masculine and therefore
ego-syntonic; and a soft, emotional side that is “good,” but feminine and therefore
ego-dystonic.
Tim’s God image is helpful in integrating and modulating this extreme gender
binary. In terms of the representation of God’s traits, the theology of Jesus as a sacrificial
lamb inverts Tim’s representation of masculine power: “Theologians call [the kingdom of
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God] the upside down kingdom, because he comes as a servant instead of a leader. Instead
of killing people, he dies. Instead of coming with glory and money and pomp, he comes with
poverty and serving and healing.” Thus Jesus is the paradigm of a submissive, obedient son,
unlike Tim’s father (who caused his own mother’s death by heart attack) and Tim himself
(who frightened his mother with his violence in adolescence). Jesus performs the ultimate
self-sacrificial act of dying to save humanity. The positive attributes of God echo the
attributes of his wife: Tim’s wife “modeled… patient love,” God is “gracious” and “patient.”
Tim’s wife is “a free spirit;” God is “flexible and fluid.” Other attributes of God are inverse
projections of his father’s negative qualities. While his father “left my mother cold… never
gave her a dime,” God is someone who “you can ask for help.” Tim’s representation of God
integrates the “male” attribute of absolute power with “feminine” attributes of humility and
transformative love.
In addition, Tim’s relationship with God is framed theologically as submissive and
passive, as awaiting signs of God’s plan for his life. His ego ideal as a pious Christian allows
him to adopt a feminine posture of dependence and submission, while maintaining a
masculine identification. His God image thus helps him thread the needle of identifying as
masculine while integrating masculine and feminine traits and preserving a positive
self-representation.
Prayer
Tim’s prayer life, which he conceptualized as “talking to God,” is centrally involved
in his self-regulation. He described his emotional life as a cycle of three self-states: a state
he termed “anxiety and depression,” characterized by aporetic negative emotions (Jurist,
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2005); a state in which he withdraws from others and numbs these emotions though
compulsive behavior such as overeating, alcoholism, gambling, and pornography; and a
state of peace, hope, and joy in God’s care. The presence of vertical splits in the personality,
indicating a process of dissociation, makes sense given his history of trauma, loss, and
likely disorganized attachment. Tim’s mother was likely frightened, distracted, and unable
to protect Tim from overwhelming feelings of terror, rage, and trauma in response to his
father’s violence. Without access to dyadic co-regulation in early life, he failed to internalize
the capacity to name, metabolize, and regulate emotions. Instead, he resorts to compulsive,
numbing behaviors and turns away from his wife. He finds himself particularly
overwhelmed by becoming an expectant father: “If you don’t have the tools, or you weren’t
taught healthy ways to deal with stress and pressure and the anxiety of taking care of a
family… then you could break down… what I do is cling to God… I just have to continue to
rely on him for help.” He described his prayer life as follows:
I pray almost all the time. While I'm working, driving, whatever. That helps me a lot,
because if you heard me, if you wiretapped me, you'd be like, ‘This guy is talking to
himself all day.’ But I'm talking to Him, because it's like, I'm just saying, ‘I want to be
faithful to you,’ you know? ‘Can you please help me?’ And miraculously enough, he'll
always make a way to help me, some way. Some encouraging word or some person
giving an encouraging word, or a shift inside of me of my own value system or what
I really want changes… Or sometimes he'll show me how much he loves me, right?
That I'm not disappointed in you. I actually am proud of you. I'm happy. And that
fills me with life and it makes me feel like I don't need anything else.
The “shift” in self-states relies on the use of God as a transitional attachment figure.
Through reaching out to this loving and approving transitional object, Tim comes to
experience the world as “encouraging” him in return. The experience of reaching out and
being met with approval reduces his shame and gives him hope. He then experiences a shift
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in his own orientation, away from temptation and toward his values. Paradoxically, the
feeling of “not needing anything else” because he is filled with God’s love allows him to turn
toward others with altruism and care. God is used as a transitional attachment figure, a
presence that is construed by Tim to provide the needed mode of care at critical times, and
to serve as a bridge between Tim and human attachment figures.
Conclusion
Tim frames his conversion experience in terms of a transformation of the self, a
Pauline paradigm of passive, affective, solitary, and sudden conversion that is congruent
with his Evangelical beliefs (Lofland & Skonovd, 1978; Snow & Machalek, 1984). Reading
sermons that seemed to capture an aspect of his experience occasioned a “felt shift” that
piqued his interest. The affectively “hot” experiences of visitation by God and speaking in
tongues cemented his commitment to God. In addition to these inner experiences, he
reports changes at all levels of his functioning, including the empirically described
categories of behavioral change, affective change, relational change, and
cognitive-existential change. Religion provides him with superego support that curbs
antisocial behavior, a compensatory transitional object in God, a corrective emotional
experience in his relationship with his wife, and a sense of life’s meaning that directs him
toward purposive action. His religious-mediated representation of himself as a redeemed
sinner and feminized servant of God rehabilitate his self-image and give him hope in the
future.
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Case Study 2: The world in color
Peter is a 41 year old married man of European ancestry who works as an attorney
and lives in the Park Slope section of Brooklyn with his wife and three children.6 Peter
converted from Christianity to Judaism at age 24 and belonged to a nondenominational
synagogue at the time of the interview. Peter is a man of small build, with blonde hair and
light eyes, who was dressed in business attire for our meeting. He had an affable manner
and a voluble and articulate way of speaking.
Developmental history
Peter grew up in a small Midwestern town with his mother, father, and younger
brother and sister. His father worked as a doctor and his mother was a nurse. Peter
described his father as a “pillar of the community” and recalled him making house calls on
skis in the winter and being cited in the town newspaper for his dedication to the
community. This dedication meant Peter’s father worked long hours and was often absent
from the home. Peter recalled countless nights when the family would “sit around the
dinner table waiting for him to come home from the hospital and then... get a phone call
that we should just proceed with dinner because he couldn’t make it, so there was this
empty place at the table.” His primary identification was with his mother, whom he
described as “warm” and “loving.” He said that “her mind and my mind are similarly
organized” in that his mother is “curious” and “she would have been an unbelievable
lawyer,” which is Peter’s profession. His parents had a stable marriage and Peter
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remembers feeling it was the “rock” of their lives, that his parents’ marriage was
“unbreakable.” Peter described his childhood as “stable,” “close-knit,” and “comfortable.” As
the child of a prominent person in town, he knew his place in the world.
Peter described his home as “strict,” a place where “it's a little bit of an exaggeration
to say kids were to be seen not heard, but... it's not much of an exaggeration.” He reported
that his father occasionally hit him with a paddle, especially when he was physically
aggressive toward his sister. Peter reported that he and his sister, who was four years
younger, were engaged in terrible conflict for much of his childhood, but he could not
remember what the conflict was about, and said only “she pushed my buttons.” He recalled
that his parents were preoccupied with this conflict but did not know what to do about it;
his father was more “angry” while his mother was more “helpless,” and he felt that his
parents usually took his sister’s side. When asked to divide his family into groups, he said
that his parents and sister formed one natural grouping, while he and his brother formed
another. Peter said that he does not harbor much resentment about his childhood conflict
and stated that he is now close to his sister and both parents, especially his mother. Other
than this sibling conflict, he reported that his family was fairly harmonious and the children
were rule-abiding.
Childhood experience of religion
Religiously, Peter’s family attended Lutheran, Episcopalian, and Methodist churches
over the course of his childhood, depending on their relationship with the minister. He
reported that his mother was more of a driver of their family’s religious life than his father,
and he recalled his father in church “irritatingly sort of looking at his watch, like when is
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this going to be done.” Peter described his family as a “dutiful and faithful,” churchgoing
and grace-saying family, but stated “I had friends who grew up in Evangelical homes and
where Christianity was really kind of the operating system in which the family lived. I
wouldn't say that my family was like that. I think we were much more casually religious at
home.” After their children left the home, his parents stopped attending church. Peter
reported having had no exposure to Judaism or the existence of modern Jews in his
Christian education. He first met a Jewish peer at summer camp in high school, where he
was exposed to peers he considered “exotic” and “worldly” in distinction to his “cloistered”
small-town upbringing.
Adolescence was a time of upheaval for Peter. Having learned in school about events
such as United States intervention in Latin America, he clashed ideologically with his father,
who was an officer in the Vietnam war and was conservatively inclined. The
“argumentation and debate” at the dinner table with his father was so prominent a part of
their family life that his younger brother wrote his college admissions essays about it.
In his early adolescence, Peter was taught by a Sunday school teacher whom he
described as an “iconoclast” and who exposed the class to a variety of world religions over
the course of two years. He reported that “there was a variety of opinion and outlook and
belief in that class, and there was space for people to express that, and so there was a lot of
honesty and openness.” During this time, Peter began to rebel against the Christian
theology of his upbringing. He had difficulty with a range of theological ideas. Some
concerned religious values that contradicted the values he was learning at home. For
example, he rejected the notion of salvation by faith alone on the basis that “my father was
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strict in insisting on good behavior. In my family, it mattered how you behaved. It mattered
how you treated other people.” And in keeping with the “bedrock” of his parents’ happy
marriage, the idea that everyone is “stained with original sin because their parents had
loving—hopefully loving—sex... struck me as perverse.”
His theological objections to the ideas of Jesus and the Trinity felt more intuitive and
not amenable to rational explanation; they felt like “sort of an itch I was never really able to
scratch.” Thus he explained that “to say that Jesus didn’t speak to me is a bit of an
understatement… I adhere to very few bedrock theological principles, and one of them is
that man cannot be God.” Regarding the trinity, he said, “It never made any sense to me….
The fact that monotheism and polytheism were sort of coexisting in this same space. For
me, in my brain, I found that to be irreconcilable.”
By the end of high school, Peter was struggling with the question of theodicy - “how
to reconcile bad people and bad deeds and bad things happening to good people with the
idea of sort of a God who both cares and could intervene” - and began to consider himself
an atheist.
Conversion
Peter attended a small liberal arts college in a mid-size Midwestern town. While at
college, his excitement in the world of ideas he was studying began to re-open the issue of
the existence of God for him. In his words,
“I studied calculus my freshman year in college. I found calculus to be very
objectively beautiful, and it was extraordinary to me the way in which these
mathematical formulations were the blueprint of the physical universe that
they would describe the way all these different things existed in the physical
universe, the way objects moved, the vein pattern on leaves, that these
equations could describe all this stuff. And it just struck me as impossible
83

that… something this beautiful could describe the physical universe and that
that would just all be a total accident. And so, I guess a different way of putting
it is that I began to sort of reorient to not how could I possibly reconcile the
idea of a God with all these terrible things, but how could I possibly reconcile
all these amazing and beautiful things with no God?”
At the same time, he was dating a Jewish woman who was becoming interested in her
roots, and he began to explore Judaism with her. He was influenced by the twentieth
century theologian Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel’s book The Sabbath and its Meaning for
Modern Man, w
 hich exposed him to “this rich architecture of Jewish thought... that was
unlike anything I had ever been introduced to.” Heschel’s concept of a temple in space (the
ancient Israelite temple in Jerusalem) being transformed into a temple in time (the
Sabbath) resonated with Peter’s study of physics and the space-time continuum. He said
that the ideas seemed “wild and incredible… It was so eye opening that there could be this
kind of, this thoughtfulness about religion.” He described these ideas as “amazing,” “eye
opening,” “exciting,” and “moving.”
Peter found Friday night services at the college Hillel exhilarating: “it just was this
rich, like, evocative tapestry. It was like the world was in color.” The Hebrew language was
beautiful to him: “you have these [Hebrew roots] that enable you to build these sort of little
mini universes of words that all share flavors with one another… it didn’t take long for me
to be convinced that Hebrew was the true language of God.” On the basis of these
experiences, Peter came to feel that Judaism was “a vehicle for experiencing God in the
world... I felt this surge of spiritual energy, devotion, sort of wanting a way to make sense of
that, and Judaism really kind of supplied the framework to experience God. This sort of
energy I had inside.”
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Amidst his excitement was a feeling of being “overwhelmed” by the many details
and rules of Jewish prayer services and ritual practice. He said, “I had travails. I spent a lot
of time in a lot of services having absolutely no idea what was going on and being truly lost
and feeling like everyone around me knew what they were doing, and I didn't. That they all
surely knew that I was a fraud.”
Although his relationship with his Jewish girlfriend ended shortly into his college
career, Peter found that the small, warm Hillel community embraced him. He took Hebrew
classes with a female professor whom he described as “my kind of adoptive Jewish
mother,” a person who “was very warm, but also took absolutely no shit, and was acerbic.”
She introduced him to practices like hosting meals for Jewish holidays. Peter stayed and
worked on campus for two years after graduation. During this time, he led Yom Kippur
services and had a powerful experience of “feeling the spiritual energy of the people who
were there sort of flowing through me and feeling responsible for them.” This was the
moment that led to commitment, a feeling that “this is what I want for the rest of my life.”
Peter compared his conversion to a marriage, and described his relationship with it
as a “short courtship” - “I fell in love with Judaism right away, I guess I waited some bit to
become engaged.” His official conversion took place two years after he graduated from
college. He had moved to a Midwestern city and approached the rabbi of a Conservative
synagogue, who engaged in what he saw as the Jewish obligation to turn away potential
converts. He explained to Peter that “honoring your parents is a commandment and that by
seeking to convert I am doing a grievous disrespect to my parents. And I'm disrespecting
their names and their traditions.” Although he knew about the practice of turning away
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converts, Peter was shocked and left “in tears.” He had expected the conversion process to
be a “rubber stamp” on an engagement he had had for years, and felt he was being told he
was a “fraud” or a “fake.” When he was later accepted by that rabbi for conversion, he found
the formal conversion process uninspiring, and the conversion ceremony, which included
the symbolic drawing of a drop of blood from the penis, awkward and painful.
Peter said that given the way he summarily “announced” his conversion to Judaism,
his parents reacted well to the news. His father’s first reaction was to express concern that
the conversion “drastically limited” the number of eligible marriage partners for him and
worried that he was “choosing a path that would lead to sadness and frustration.” However,
he said, “I didn't get the sense that either of my parents experienced it as a religious
rejection,” partly because their own religious involvement had waned significantly over
time. Peter reported that his parents have since embraced his conversion. They now
express their approval by buying kosher meat for him, commenting on Jewish holidays and
rituals, and welcoming his observance of rituals in their home.
Post-Conversion Life
For a number of years after his conversion, Peter described an experience of being
“in the wilderness7. He reported that he did not have access to the type of Jewish
community and life that he wanted, and at one point he seriously dated a Catholic woman.
He reported that he was “deeply in love,” but that
there was this moment where I saw my life going in a direction that I knew would
feel like this part of me had just been taken away… [W]e tried to delude ourselves
into thinking that we could raise our kids in both religions but, in fact, we're going to
be living in [Midwest city] with her Catholic family and my Judaism was just going to
7

a Biblical reference to the Jews’ wanderings in the desert
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disappear, and our family's Judaism was going to disappear. It was going to be like a
plant that shriveled up and died. And I couldn't, that felt like, I could experience that
trauma. I still have, I still have dreams where I wake up with that family. I'm so
profoundly unhappy... [these dreams] leave me very shaken. I had to end that
relationship because... to say it wasn't the life I wanted sounds like a major
understatement. Like it would leave me pretending to be somebody that I wasn't.
After law school, he moved to New York City, partly because he wanted to be “immersed” in
a Jewish culture. There, he met and married his wife, who was born Jewish. Peter said that
after he introduced his wife to his family, his father described her as “down to earth,” which
he described as “code” for “she feels like one of us, she feels Midwestern,” in contrast to the
stereotype of a Jewish American Princess. He described their relationship as harmonious
and particularly admired her kindness and patience with their children: “she’s much better
with the kids than I am.” When they had their first child, Peter and his wife searched for a
community that would facilitate more Jewish involvement, and they found a good fit in
Brooklyn.
Prayer and Ritual
The early experiences of being enraptured by prayer continue to accompany Peter
in his religious life. However, prayer has also taken on more of a routine aspect, a practice
that shifts his awareness from the everyday irritations to the gratitude at the heart of his
spiritual life. He liked the fact that Jewish prayer and ritual were fixed—in his words,
“pre-baked” and “fully formed.” He identifies most with prayers that express gratitude at
God’s continual recreation of the world. According to him, this prayer “pulls me back out”
of “life’s little indignities” in order to “constantly be in a space where all the things that are
truly miracles in life, which is almost everything, that we can be oriented to that.”
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Peter said he enjoys the Jewish rituals that most embody his Midwestern values of
order and structure. For example, he said that the admittedly obsessional practice of
washing out tupperware in the bathroom before Pesach so that it would not contaminate
the newly kosher kitchen sink gave him pleasure. On learning that other Jews may simply
throw the tupperware away, he said, “What would my mother think of me if I was throwing
Tupperware in the garbage?” Thus he brought his mother’s voice into his Jewish practice.
Significant others
Peter’s D-R scores ranged from 8-10, reflecting a rare ability to paint a nuanced and
complex portrait of others along with a sense of reciprocity and awareness of the
constructed nature of the narrative of relationship. He described his relationships with his
wife, his community, friends, his children, and religious role models as positive and
rewarding.
Peter described a feeling of pride and belonging in his religious community. He had
served as synagogue president and received an award for his involvement in the
synagogue, a plaque he placed prominently in his home. Peter expressed gratitude for the
ability to raise his children in Judaism because “from a very early part of being Jewish, it
was about raising Jewish kids, having a Jewish family, having a Jewish home, being part of a
Jewish community.” His sense of fraudulence has largely attenuated; he spoke about
“feeling legit” in his knowledge of prayer services and said “most people who meet me now
in synagogue, would never know that I was not Jewish, especially since there are a lot of
blonde and blue eyed people in synagogue now, I fit right in.” Service and prominence in
the community feel continuous with his upbringing, and also integrate the excitement and
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newness of New York: “I love the balance that I get to experience living here of, having a
small community in Brooklyn, but then also getting to experience that amazing diversity
that even a normal subway ride will bring.”
Peter described several nourishing friendships with men in his community, and
through them he has formed a masculine ego ideal as an alternative to the
still-straitjacketing internal image of his father. He particularly admires men whom he sees
as sophisticated, modern intellectuals who are dedicated to tradition and to their families:
to “integrate these different sides of [tradition and modernity]... strictly but thoughtfully.”
Peter feels compelled to embody his father’s role of the authority figure whose children do
what he says, but he has chosen to raise his children in a different manner, relying on the
warmth and sensitivity of his wife and reading Jewish authors who promote a different
view of parenting. He feels compelled to engage in a time-intensive career, as his father did,
at the same time that he uses the rules of Judaism as a bulwark against falling into his
father’s patterns. After his son was born, he decided he was going to keep Shabbat as a way
to spend more time with his family. He worried that “these guys [at my law firm] could
think I was a faker” since he had not previously kept Shabbat, but also reasoned that “the
Torah tells me I’m entitled to 25 consecutive hours off every week.” Judaism gives him a
way to tolerate and acknowledge his failure to live up to his ideals of presence with his
children: “I revisit that. I don't shelve it away. I'm not consumed by it but I don't shelve it
away either. I sort of live with it and I try to stay in touch with that and figure it out. And I
reflect back on my father, who I also felt like was never around.”
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Paradoxically, the conversion has helped Peter reconcile with his parents. His family
uses religion as a sort of playspace for their interpersonal dynamics, trying out modes of
relating that feel too threatening in other arenas. So for example, Peter’s father can express
disapproval of his choice to convert in a way that reveals his fatherly concern for Peter’s
future, in contrast to his aggressive reaction to Peter’s political beliefs. His parents can
make bids for connection and reconciliation through the symbolic means of buying kosher
meat and commenting on Jewish holidays. The quality of their interactions as refracted
through Judaism have a lighter quality, as if the shift to a symbolic representation of Peter’s
differentiation make it easier to communicate their care for one another across difference.
God image
Peter’s description of God reflects a combination of the positive traits associated
with his mother, along with an integration of ideal paternal traits. He focused on God’s role
as creator and bestower of “bounty,” which inspires gratitude. There is a palpable sense of
“having enough” that follows on Peter’s descriptions of his own warm, loving mother. At
the same time, this wholly supportive figure does not inspire the kind of awe that would
make God compelling for Peter. He is motivated by the Jewish portrait of God as “an
authority figure, the idea that you’re sort of standing in front of the Sovereign.” A God that
compels belief for Peter is a God of authority and majesty. For him, therefore, the God
representation integrates the warm, bountiful, grace-giving parts of his mother with the
sense of authority and majesty of his father.
This representation explains why the Christian theology of Jesus was not compelling
to him. On the one hand, the idea presented of Jesus was too nice, too maternal, to compel
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belief: “I had warm feelings toward Jesus. I mean, Jesus had a lot of really nice things to
teach. But Jesus is supposed to be the nice one... the righteousness and the discipline all
comes from the father.” Thus although Jesus was represented positively, he was not
represented as compelling worship: “I don’t harbor ill will toward the theological notion of
Jesus…. [Rather], I object to the idea that Jesus could be God.” At the same time, the idea of
Jesus as God incarnated in man was too close to his ambivalently-represented father figure.
This undergirds his explanation that “I didn’t understand how a man could be man and God
at the same time.” Peter’s representation of God thus integrates maternal and paternal
aspects to provide a God who can be believed in.
Peter described a constant struggle to feel close to God that echoes his struggle to
feel close to his father. Although he described his conversion to Judaism as part of a
“journey toward God,” he also said, “Christianity has a very easy way, very, like a nice
built-in hook for experiencing God's immanence, which is Jesus. And I think Judaism
struggles. Judaism's sort of like great on the transcendence piece, and I think struggles
more with the immanence piece. And I think that that's a challenge I don't often feel up to.
But I think God is so far away in some ways that I think it should be a struggle to bring God
close and it is a struggle.” Peter’s relationship with God is still plagued by a central conflict:
how close should a father be to his children? The matter of time is reflected quite literally
in his statement that “I wish that I could spend more time focusing on that personal
relationship with God.” The sense of struggle for closeness between father and children
feels compelling and real for Peter.
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The conflicted quality of Peter’s attachment to God is interesting to consider in light
of attachment theories of the relationship to God. In the attachment literature, the
relationship between attachment to significant others and attachment to God is thought to
reflect either a correspondence hypothesis, in which attachment to God reflects attachment
to significant others, or a compensation hypothesis, in which God is thought to compensate
for insecure attachment to significant others. Converts are expected to conform to the
compensation model, as they are thought to be actively searching for an alternative
attachment figure. What could explain the fact that Peter’s avowed attachment to God being
modeled along his insecure attachment to his father, rather than his secure attachment to
his mother? A model that posits God as a transitional object, a playspace attachment figure,
would predict that the believer would use the God image as a way of resolving intrapsychic
conflict, and would be able to accommodate the use of God specifically as an inadequate
provider of psychic needs. This God image could allow the believer to avow conflict,
struggle, and failure, because these conflicts are safer to express in relationship to a
playspace other than to concrete significant others. In this way, the God image can provide
an outlet for working through difficult feelings that are normally repressed, rather than
providing for compensatory needs.
Conversion narrative
The central metaphor of Peter’s conversion narrative is that of a marriage. His
conversion was punctuated by moments of “falling in love,” combined with intensive,
long-term immersion and education and culminating in an official legal process of
commitment. This narrative closely resembles the “experimental” conversion motif of
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gradual interaction and “trying out,” culminating in commitment. It conforms with what
Segal calls the Jewish ideal of a “slow education,” as opposed to the Christian “intensely
spiritual experience” (2014, p. 594). Thus the affective tone is more one of warmth than of
heat. In contrast to Tim’s narrative of a total personal transformation, Peter minimized the
rupture brought about by his conversion, saying, “I still feel like the same person, just that
Judaism has given me a new way to experience the world as I am.” His psychological health
and his optimism put him in the realm of James’s “healthy-minded” religiosity.
Peter’s conversion story belongs to the period of adolescent identity formation.
Erikson defines identity formation as a synthetic function of the ego, a conscious process of
prioritizing and reshuffling identifications into a whole adult personality. Erikson
emphasizes two roles in this process: the adolescent’s role in composing an identity, and
the community’s role in recognizing and accepting the emerging adult. Peter’s college
experience revealed the failure of his community in providing a compelling worldview and
role. His small town provided comfort but not excitement, and within his family, his father
rejected his bids for individuation. While he valued the stability of his upbringing, Peter
also craved the excitement of the big city.
Judaism provided Peter with the opportunity to achieve what Erikson called
“identification,” the affirmation of himself as an adult by a community that represented his
ideals. His role models in the Jewish world combined his Midwestern values of dedication,
reliability, and groundedness, with Jewish vitality, freedom, and wit. The women combined
warmth with active creation of a joyful home, and the men combined dedication with love
of family. Over and over, Peter emphasized the combination or “balance” of Midwestern
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orderliness and Jewish vitality, an integration of desired traits into an overall gestalt. He
achieved the recognition and belonging of the community when he led Yom Kippur
services, thus standing as the community’s representative. This communal recognition was
the turning point that allowed him to affirm Judaism as his identity.
Winnicott’s theory of transitional phenomena accounts for the sense of vitality, joy,
and excitement that Peter reports in his encounter with Judaism. Peter’s descriptions of the
beauty of Jewish philosophy and prayer have the quality of “finding” in Winnicott’s theory
of the transitional object. He had the experience of recognizing his own “spiritual energy” in
cultural ideas and practices that had heft and reality outside of himself. Specifically,
Judaism’s conception of the world in space and time, as well as the intricacies of the
Hebrew language, paralleled his excitement about the intricacy and order in nature. The
“fervency” and “color” of prayer and text harnessed a capacity for spiritual joy that he had
not experienced in the tedium of childhood services. Heschel’s ideas about wonder and
gratitude captured his own remembrance of good-enough mothering. Early experiences
gave him a capacity for vital living, but this was only activated by harnessing aspects of
culture that gave these experiences form and shape.
Yet the extent to which Peter has fully realized a sense of himself as Jewish is
contested and in flux. His constant fears of being perceived as “fraudulent” belie a sense of
a false self that competes with feelings of vitality and authenticity. This makes sense in light
of Peter’s early experience, which was restrictive albeit good enough. His father’s reaction
to his attempts at individuation hint at what his toddlerhood might have been like. His
anger at his sister, for which he does not recall the reasons but which is connected to his
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sense that she was joined with his parents against him, reflects a sense of not fitting into
the family that is quite early. These restrictions set the ground for the development of a
false self, a sense Peter has carried with him into his life as an adult and as a Jew. Despite
his strivings toward expanding his true self, the feeling of false self operation remains with
him. This feeling is exacerbated by the strict requirements and periodic rejections of the
Jewish community. Peter longs to be viewed as an authentic Jew, one who has an inner
experience of knowledge and comfort and is perceived by others as uncomplicatedly
Jewish. At the same time, it is ego-syntonic for him to belong to a religion that has the
power to reject him as fraudulent and put him through “travails” of striving for acceptance.
Peter’s dream about his Midwestern girlfriend belie an unconscious ambivalence at
the heart of his Judaism. The fear of being drawn back into a Christian life with a woman
who is a native Midwesterner also represents a conflicted wish to have followed a straight
path, rather than to have so thoroughly left the world of his childhood. He describes his
dream of reverting to Christianity as “pretending to be somebody that I wasn’t,” whereas
he described being Jewish as the “true” self. Yet at other times, Peter fears that his Judaism
is fraudulent. Thus the question of “will the real Peter please stand up?” continues to
operate in his life.
Conclusion
Thus Peter’s conversion is related to his psychic equilibrium in several ways. Having
experienced a comfortable but stultifying upbringing, it provided him with transitional
experiences that capture his intuitions about what is most meaningful in religious symbols
like the Hebrew language, Heschel’s ideas, and the structure of the prayer service. It
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provides him with role models and conceptual frameworks that embody valued aspects of
his past and also provide alternatives to his past experiences, thus freeing him to compose
a new identity. His community provides him with a sense of belonging and leadership. And
his transitional way of relating to God reworks representations of ideal masculine and
feminine traits, while also providing a way of encapsulating his conflicts about fatherhood.

Case Study 3: Piety and shame
Maryam is a 26 year old divorced White woman who works in sales in a technical
field and lives with her parents in New Jersey. Maryam was raised a practicing Catholic and
converted to Islam at age 19. Maryam is a woman of medium build who dressed in a long
skirt and hijab. She removed the hijab immediately when she entered the private room
with the interviewer. Maryam was reserved at first, then revealed more as the interview
progressed.
Developmental History
Maryam grew up in a New Jersey suburb with her mother, father, and older brother.
Her mother worked as an administrative assistant and religious school teacher at their
church, and her father was a graphic designer and freelance photographer. Maryam
described having a very close relationship with her mother, whom she described as her
“best friend” and a “people person” with a “great temperament.” She stated, “she's a good
example for me… I tell her everything and I don't always take her advice, but she has a lot
of wisdom and she's usually right about a lot of things so I trust her.”
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Both of Maryam’s parents were previously married. Her mother had been married
to a man who did not want to have children with her and who she now thinks was gay. Her
father was previously married with two children, whom he rarely saw. Maryam said her
parents argued often with “high volumes, harsh language, really ridiculous stuff.” Her
brother provided the “comedic relief” as he “laughed it off,” but she described it as “a little
bit traumatizing” to her. Maryam said both her parents had suffered from depression and
anxiety, and her mother took anti-depressants.
Maryam described being deeply resentful of her father. She said that her father had
been unfaithful to her mother and that he used his photography hobby to interact with
attractive women, while her mother earned most of the income and did most of the
household work. She said he was “stoic” and never spoke much to her. However, she also
said, “I try to invest some time with him time and again,” because “the father daughter
relationship you can’t break it off. Like I don’t believe in cutting ties.” Although Maryam
now reports being much closer to her mother, there was one indication that she used to be
closer with her father: she said when she was very young, her father would always take her
side in arguments, while her mother would take her brother’s side.
Maryam reported that as a child, she was usually alone before and after school. She
said that she became “independent” at an early age: “That whole commercial where you see
the mom making breakfast for the kids, that wasn’t us. I would just get up by myself, take
care of myself.” Maryam said that she was “shy and awkward” with peers. She said that she
admired and emulated her older brother. She was interested in “boy” activities like video
games, and she often worried about her weight and attractiveness, since she was a “chubby
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kid.” She felt “shame” about her family because "in my mind we were notches below other
families because of financial reasons. Not just below them because of the love atmosphere.”
For both of these reasons, she said, they rarely had other people over to their home.
Childhood experience of religion
Maryam described her Catholic upbringing was a rare bright spot in her early years.
She said, “the only thing that made me feel proud [about my family] was that we were
practicing people. We took faith and church seriously." She recalled the feelings of dressing
up, staying up late for midnight Mass, and entering a clean and decorated church that felt
different from her home environment. The only time her family hosted peers was during
her confirmation classes.
Maryam recalled that her mother was her greatest religious influence; she
remembered sitting and helping her mother in the church office, reading religious books
with her mother. Still, Maryam said that her family did not “have deep discussions about
faith and spirituality” growing up, and that she did not particularly connect to the Mass or
what she was learning in Sunday school. She experienced the church youth group as a
“popularity context” and felt that her peers were “just doing it for show.” A compliant child,
she felt separate from her peers, who were experimenting with drinking, drugs, and
romantic relationships that felt “dramatic,” like her parents’ romantic histories. In addition,
her mother’s experiences of church dynamics were often contentious and dispiriting.
Maryam did enjoy learning about the Bible, which she described as “this epic
fantastical history that is true.” Most of all, she always connected to “just the plain concept
of God. This creator that's always watching over you, always listening to you. You just start

98

talking to him and he’s there listening, and I would just find myself thinking about God just
throughout the day, constantly… It sounds kind of mental but yeah this running
conversation in my head with God.” Her God image was of “this power that's hanging over
you. In a good way, not in a scary way. It was comforting. Like someone who's lonely would
appreciate the sentiment.”
Conversion process
When she left for college in New York, Maryam was intimidated and alienated by the
partying culture among her peers. During her work at a deli, she met a Jamal, a young
Muslim man who spoke to her about “his concerns for the afterlife and the weightiness of
sins, and modesty in this world.” For the first time, Maryam felt she was meeting a young
person who shared her commitment to a sober and chaste life. She said, “I’d never even
heard Catholics or Christians talk about it the way he did. What he was saying was correct
in my faith, the same in my faith, but no one ever said it like that or said it with such
passion.” She remembers thinking that Islam was “so foreign,” yet “parallel” at the same
time.
Although she felt suspicious of men because “what I know about my father just, it’s
not that secret men are dogs, usually,” she also felt drawn to Jamal. His romantic interest in
her was “invigorating’ and played into her “girlhood dreams to be charming and smitten
with someone.” But he soon began to treat her poorly. They did not go on dates; he would
only meet her at night, in his neighborhood. He would disappear on strange pretexts and
Maryam, desperate, would accept him back when he returned, suddenly and without
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explanation. In retrospect, Maryam found that he had lied about many basic facts about his
life; she called him a “chameleon” who “changes his personality for his target.”
Although she did not initially intend to reveal this fact in the interview, the
significance of the relationship became clear when she shared that she had had her first
sexual experience with Jamal. She said, “I remember telling him, ‘No, we shouldn't do this. I
don't want to do this.’ But he's very persistent. It's definitely not rape. I mean obviously I
consented, but if he was any sort of gentleman he definitely would've stopped the first time
I said no. It's a big shame.”
Afterwards, he never contacted her again. Ruefully, she said that “he conquered me
and moved on.” After their single sexual encounter, she was diagnosed with herpes.
Maryam became tearful as she recalled the sense of violation and shame once she realized
that not only had she not saved herself for marriage as she had intended, but she was now
marked as having been sexually active and would have to reveal to her future husband that
she was not a virgin. Reflecting on this during the interview, Maryam was consoled by
remembering that her conversion had wiped her slate clean: “if I did it before I converted
it's as if it never happened is what we believe. If you committed a sin it's wiped clean before
you convert, because converting is like becoming a newborn baby.”
After her encounter with Jamal, Maryam’s interest in Islam increased. She began to
research the religion through outreach websites and a 24-hour hotline run by an outreach
organization called “Why Islam,” where women on the phone answered her questions. She
was reassured that Islam endorsed the Bible she had grown up with and venerated Jesus
and Mary, and she found the Qur’an more interesting and relevant than the Bible. When she
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read the phrase, “the Christians heard the words of God and they started to leap because
they were finally hearing the truth,” Maryam said, “I started to cry. I'm like wow, this is
really speaking to me.”
Maryam perceived Muslims as more devoted to their religion than Catholics were.
Islam fostered her commitments to modesty and chastity in a way that seemed more
stringent and protective than in Catholicism: “in Islam it's more defined and the rules make
more sense, and the rules seem more protected and primary. [Because of the rules
precluding physical contact with the opposite sex] there’s zero risk, if you follow these
rules, you’ll be completely fine. You’ll never even approach the big no-no.” She appreciated
the conception in Islam that people would be judged for their immoral actions, and she
envisioned being able to tell her children, “You should be proud that your mother never
drank when she was in high school, or never did this or this, this. Be proud of your lineage
and go forth and do the same.” More than once, she referred to the possibility of becoming
a nun as the only Catholic analogue to the level of devotion required in Islam.
Maryam said she never entered a mosque or spoke in person with Muslims other
than Jamal before she decided to convert. She said, “that thought didn't even cross my mind
to do that because I wouldn’t like to do that.” She knew that an official conversion meant
testifying to her faith in front of witnesses, and she practiced numerous times alone before
working up the courage to do so. Finally, she entered an Islamic Center geared toward new
Muslims and said she wanted to learn more about Islam. After conversing with the women
there for a few minutes, they asked if she wanted to make her declaration of faith, which
she did spontaneously on the spot. After her conversion, “a class let out so this huge swarm
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of people came around me all excited because it's exciting to have a new Muslim come into
the fold. And they're all talking at once, and they're all using these Arabic terms I didn't
know. It was very overwhelming, but it was nice.”
Maryam’s parents found out about her conversion when she removed her religious
affiliation of “Christian” from Facebook. Shocked, they tried to convince her that Islam was
“a cult, a religion of violence… you’re being brainwashed” and told her that if she converted
to Islam, she would be marginalized in American society. Her mother stopped going to
church when Maryam did, and they spent hours in explosive confrontations; in one
confrontation her mother threw a crucifix at her. Maryam was not deterred by these
concerns; she said that her limited real-life exposure to Muslims had shielded her from
negative stereotypes about them.
On the contrary, Maryam was enthralled with her new religion. She felt “thirsty for
more things to do and more activities,” and her new religion provided her with what she
needed: “with Catholicism I grew to a point where my back was touching the ceiling. I was
growing and there wasn't any room for me to grow anymore, but with Islam it's like the
roof is off and there is no roof. You can just always, always, learn and there's so much to do,
there's so much to improve upon.” When asked how she had changed as a result of her
conversion, Maryam said “I don’t think a lot of me has changed…. I think my attention and
my sincerity was always there and maybe that’s why God led me to this faith where I could
actually utilize it… I don’t think my personality has changed, I just think I have more
resources.” Even if she could no longer practice Islam, she said, “I'm a daughter, a servant of
God.”
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Significant others
Maryam’s D-R scores ranged from 6-7. They were higher for her mother and God,
whom she represented more positively and coherently, and lower for herself, her father,
and her ex-husband, whom she represented with more ambivalence and oscillation
between positive and negative traits.
At the time of the interview, Maryam maintained that other people were not central
to her religious life. She said she has one or two close Muslim friends and she attends
classes at a Muslim community center largely populated by American-born Muslims and
converts. But she said, “as a American Muslim it's hard to walk into a space and feel
accepted, because the Albanians have their own mosque, or the Egyptians have their own
mosque, which is good for Egyptian immigrants and Albanian immigrants… but it was
difficult to find a good community for myself.” When asked what she would like to tell the
Muslim community about converts, she said, “please remember converts during holidays.
Remember that we don’t have Muslim families.”
Maryam described a dissatisfying marriage to her ex-husband Ibrahim, whom she
met through a mutual friend about a year after her conversion. Ibrahim was a Turkish
immigrant who had come to America to study English. Having left behind a large,
conservative Muslim family in the “village,” he was attracted to a more Western way of life
and obtained a doctorate in a scientific field. Maryam recalled that she was not interested
in marriage, but her suitor was marriage-minded, romantic, and sweet. He recited poetry to
her and brought her flowers; he made her feel special and wanted. He did not mind that she
had been sexually active before marriage. She said, “I was feeling so high with spirituality,
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and I was like, yeah why not. If this is my destiny, sure.” Her parents accompanied her on a
trip to visit her husband’s family in Turkey, where they spontaneously decided to get
married in the presence of both families.
On their return to America, problems began almost immediately. Although he
ostensibly wanted a more American way of life, he “was used to women being more
domesticated in the household. Because with so many women in the house constantly
there's someone serving you, anticipating your needs, so he's kind of expecting that of me,
and I couldn't do that.” After three years punctuated by “very dark moments of us both
weeping on the floor,” he ended the marriage: “he said he didn't love me anymore. He
wanted to leave me. He didn't want to have kids with me. He didn't want to grow old with
me.” Maryam was devastated and confused; she acknowledged their difficulties but was
committed to the marriage and had thought “things were improving.” Ibrahim later told her
that he had been sexually abused in his childhood and thought he might be gay. Maryam
realized that his marriage to her had been an attempt to repress his homosexual
inclinations and sympathized with his difficulty: “If you're in this religion where
homosexuality's not permissible, you can't be with a man. It just feels like a curse. How can
God expect you to live a life with such a burden like that?” However, her questioning
stopped there: she said “it’s not my problem anymore. I have to trust God that God's going
to take care of that, and then God's going to take care of me.”
Maryam expressed shame, regret, and bewilderment about her relationships. She
said,
I wish it didn't happen to me because I was so fervent about saving myself. I wanted
to be this type of person. I wanted to be a virgin until I got married, I wanted to be
with only one person, I never wanted to be divorced. That was my dream. Such a
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nice beautiful sincere dream. That's what God wants too right? Me and God want the
same thing so it should definitely happen, but it didn't happen. And then again, my
pure dream is shattered because I got divorced which is something I didn't want as
well. I just wanted to be with one person.
After her divorce, Maryam moved back in with her parents in New Jersey. Her
parents eventually accepted her conversion, and her mother became a supporter and
advocate of Muslims in America. Maryam said that her mother began to doubt God after her
divorce. “She asked me, ‘Do you still think there's a God out there after all this? It's pretty
painful stuff.’” Maryam’s response was to be “sad that my mom has to be, she’s living
vicariously through me, but through me she’s feeling so heartbroken that she’s questioning
faith.”
Prayer
Prayer was central to Maryam’s attraction to Islam. She said that Islam fosters
“constant God consciousness. The repetitive prayers throughout the day. There is no
abandoning your relationship or your dialogue with God for 24 hours, no way. It's not a
once a week thing, it's a every couple hours type thing.” In addition to the required prayers,
she said she talks to God constantly, telling God her concerns and reciting mantras that
express her devotion to him. Islam also helped her cope with anxiety and depression, which
she experienced in college. She said:
I would definitely have these periods, or moments, or points in the day where
I would just feel so low. All I could do is cry it out. I would hide from my
roommate, so in the bathroom I'd just be silently crying and to calm myself
down I just remind myself that ‘God loves me God loves me God loves me.’ I
just repeat this mantra to myself. I guess just basically remembering God and
his power, would just calm me down. Or just picture, or imagine, angels
hugging me. Maybe in the physical world I was lonely, I didn't have anyone to
hold, but maybe in the unseen world it was happening.

105

Even now, Maryam said she recites a mantra that Abraham used when he was
thrown into a fire as a test from God “God is the only friend I need,” 450 times per day. The
mantra reminds her that “even in the most dire circumstances, just like that God can fix it.
Nothing is too big for God to fix.” When she recites, “it feels like a good rhythm, that you
and God are just in sync.” She also said there was “something medicinal about” reading the
Qur’an in Arabic.
God Image
Maryam’s ORI description of God is theologically congruent with Islam: in her
description, God is all-powerful, wise, and merciful. She emphasized God’s absolute control
over the world: “God is in control of everything. While we have free will, God is controlling
everything. Nothing happens without his permission, and that includes the bad stuff.” The
language in her descriptions of God and of her mother were strikingly parallel:
Mother description

God description

My mother has a lot of great attributes.

He has all these great attributes.

She's like my best friend.

He's the best of friends.

She has a lot of wisdom and she's usually
right about a lot of things, so I trust her.

He's all of wisdom rolled up into one….
He's protection, he's guidance.

I definitely confide in her with everything.

I have absolute faith that God knows
everything about me.

It's reciprocated, the closeness, and the
dependency, and the support network that
we have between us.

Whenever I turn towards him I feel like
he's turning towards me too. You know,
like if I reach out he's meeting me. It's just a
matter of me acknowledging and turning
towards him and that's it, he's there.

She's very, very kind, very selfless.

Mostly I feel mercy and compassion.
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She had a lot of drama in her life and life
was not easy for her.

Trusting in God is important. It's crucial in
life because life is so messy and hectic,
and can be out of control, and can be
stressful. You can just let it go by just
trusting in him. And that's beautiful to live
life if you can do it.

Maryam’s faith in God is not amenable to questioning; when confronted with cruel realities
like her ex-husband’s “curse” of homosexuality, or by her own misfortunes that seemed to
fly in the face of her own desires and God’s power to make those a reality, she simply
reaffirms belief. There was a quality of thought blocking in her refusal to consider these
challenges, as when she distanced herself from her husband’s plight by saying “it’s not my
problem.” When her mother asked if her divorce had weakened her faith, Maryam replied,
“No. I could never not. It's like breathing oxygen. I just do it. I just have to do it. Not because
I have to, just — it's done. There is a God, it's done. It's already convinced in my mind. I
can't even fathom life without the Creator.”
There is a child-like simplicity in Maryam’s relationship to God, one utterly unlike
the “drama” between her parents. Her unquestioning belief and childlike obedience place
her God representation in the developmental phase of latency, one that represses sexuality
and conflict. God is a loving, reliable father, and she is an approved-of daughter. In the eyes
of God, Maryam feels like a beloved child who receives approval for her efforts toward
piety and purity. She searches for ways to please God in her everyday life—by helping a
stranger, or performing a religious obligation—and is satisfied by the knowledge that in
doing so, she is close to God.
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Conversion narrative
In many ways, Maryam described her conversion as an intensification of the faith
she already had. Islam was “Catholicism-plus.” Instead of weekly prayer, Islamic prayer
was 5 times daily. Instead of platitudes about modesty and chastity, Islam provided clear
rules. The “impression point” that cemented Maryam’s commitment was her reading of
Qur’anic passage that identified Islam as the ultimate fulfillment of Christian faith.
This conversion narrative is echoed in Van Nieuwkerk’s description of empirical
studies of Muslim converts, who ”avoid the term conversion because it does not capture
their sense of a gradual realization that their ideas were already Islamic” (2014, p. 669).
This is in keeping with notions that Islamic idea that Islam is a “universal,”
“common-sense,” and “natural” religion, which “a child, left to itself, would develop” (ibid).
Van Nieuwkerk frames conversion to Islam in terms of a self “striving toward greater
religious perfection” through “technologies of the body” such as prayer and veiling (p. 681).
The construction of a “pious self” unites active engagement with the goal of submission to
God’s will (ibid). As is common in Islam, Maryam’s conversion can be classified according to
the “intellectual” conversion motif—one that relies on rational thought and exploration,
with belief preceding interaction with the religious community. In contrast to Tim and
Peter, the affective tone of her conversion narrative is “cool.”
The actual story of Maryam’s conversion is, of course, not so simple. Central to her
conversion experience was a devastating first sexual encounter. This, too, is identified by
researchers of conversion to Islam as a common theme: a “crisis” of gender or sexuality
that motivates conversion as a way to force adherence to traditional norms (ibid, p. 673).
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Maryam did not label her first sexual experience a rape, but the coercion and subsequent
abandonment were devastating nonetheless. It was not only a relational loss, but the loss of
a self-image characterized by purity and morality. Her lover fit into the template of her
father’s sexuality, a specter of exploitative seduction that undermined her sense of security
as a child. The experience confirmed that men were dangerous, reinforcing a retreat into
the world of internal objects. The attraction to the religion of the man who seduced her can
be seen as an internalization of aspects of the lost other, as in mourning, or as identification
with the aggressor. Adding to the attraction of conversion was the theology of Islam, which
allowed Maryam to address the loss of purity by the mechanism of conversion to wipe the
slate clean and be born again. Thus, rather than allowing her to work through and integrate
the meaning of this event into her narrative about her life, Islam both draws the encounter
with her first lover into the future indefinitely, and facilitates a fantasy of cutting it off and
leaving it entirely in the past.
Maryam’s conversion can be seen as an attempt to address the fear of intimacy
formed in early childhood. Maryam’s relationship to her parents is characterized by
splitting: idealization of and enmeshment with her mother, and denigration and disgust for
her father. The conflict between them did not allow her to integrate triangular
relationships, but kept her locked in a dyad with her mother, while her father is excluded.
There is some indication that Maryam was closer to her father in early life, and she
expresses disgust about him in the present. This hints at a highly seductive Oedipal
situation in early life, which was resolved by an overly extreme identification with her
mother and rejection of her father. While it is not known precisely when she became aware
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of her father’s infidelity, this knowledge must have exacerbated the threat of paternal
seductiveness and her rejection of her father.
Maryam’s mother lacked sufficient boundaries to provide her with a sense of
security. Her mother’s responses to her conversion, marriage, and divorce demonstrate
enmeshment and overidentification with her daughter’s choices and life: she stopped going
to church when Maryam did; she questioned her faith in God when Maryam’s marriage
collapsed. As a child, Maryam was parentified, overburdened with knowledge of the trouble
in her parents’ relationship before a developmentally appropriate age and tasked with
independent self-care before she was ready. Her home environment was not characterized
by stable rhythms of caretaking. This left Maryam feeling deeply lonely and craving an
idealized fantasy relationship that would perfectly meet her needs. This movement of
eschewing involvement in the outside world in favor of the development of internal objects
under her control accompanied her from childhood, in her love of fantasy novels, of the
“fantastic” story of the Bible, and her fantasies of ideal romantic love (Fairbairn, 1952).
Islam thus provided Maryam with what she most craved: a fantasied loving and
holding other in God. Maryam’s God image is a fusion of her idealized image of her mother
as a wise, merciful friend, and an all-powerful, reliable male figure which can be seen both
as an inversion of her father’s weak-willed passivity, and as a projection of her own wish
for omnipotent control. The presence of this internal object can be evoked in moments of
loneliness as visceral, as in the example of angels hugging her. Through rituals like prayer,
she is able to evoke this sense of a consoling and attuned presence at will, providing her
with a sense of control and self-reliance. Clear prohibitions and rules regarding sexual
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behavior give her a sense of control, consoling her that “if you follow these rules, you’ll be
completely fine.” Still, the choice of Islam over the option of becoming a Catholic nun holds
out the hope of fulfilling her need for connection with an external other and the creation of
a family.
Conclusion
Maryam’s conversion served several psychodynamic functions. It helped her
overcome the shame of her upbringing and her sexual indiscretion to take pride in herself
as a pure, pious, chaste daughter of God. It provided a fantasied companion whose presence
could be reliably evoked by means of prayer and chanting. The God representation helped
resolve conflicts around Oedipal issues and sexuality to provide a picture of a perfect,
desexualized father-beloved figure. In the realm of object relations, the God image relieved
Maryam’s sense of urgent loneliness, and provided her with an exit from the complex,
“dramatic” world of human relationships. The conversion relieved subjective distress by
providing comfort, but it has not helped her with her ultimate goal of having children who
would take pride in their mother.

Case Study 4: “I don't feel really part of the world”
Nicole is a 45-year-old divorced White woman of German origin who works in the
administration of a Jewish nonprofit. She lives alone in upper Manhattan. Nicole was raised
nominally Roman Catholic and converted to Judaism at age 42. She presented as a tall,
poised and elegantly dressed woman. Nicole spoke volubly and broke down in tears at
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several points during the first meeting, and ultimately needed to complete the interview in
two separate sessions.
Developmental History
Nicole was raised in Germany with her mother, father, and a brother who was four
years younger. Her father was a businessman and her mother was a housewife. Nicole’s
earliest memories are of being left alone: “one of my first memories is standing at the
window, and looking out the window, and see [my parents and their friends] were leaving,
and my godmother said, ‘Oh yeah, I remember how we left you, and you were such a sweet,
calm girl. With Nicole, we could do that, because she wouldn't complain.’” In many ways,
she said, her parents communicated that “people have more important things to do than
worry about you.”
Nicole said her parents provided a “stable household” and are “loving people, but
they just cannot show it and live it” because they were too preoccupied with their own
needs to really be there for her. Of her mother, Nicole said that “she was very maternal in
the sense of caring and providing care. She cares and she wants to be there... but she is, I
think, deeply insecure, and very sensitive, very self conscious.” Because of this insecurity,
she said, her mother was “competitive” with her and could be “deliberately mean.” When
Nicole had conflicts with her friends as a child, her mother would take their side.
Concerning her father, Nicole reported that he “had a lot of inferiority complexes
that go way back to childhood.” His parents had wanted him to be involved in literature,
but he became a businessman. She said he was “insecure about his masculinity,” despite the
fac that, she stated with an uncomfortable laugh, he was attractive. Nicole said that when
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she was a toddler and preschooler, her father would take videos of her playing and talking,
which she found to be attentive and sweet. But she also remembered times when he put his
own needs above his protective role as a father. She recalled a ski trip with her father
around age eight, in which he skied down a slope that was closed for safety reasons, a
risk-taking gesture that she later interpreted as an attempt to prove his masculinity. When
she refused to follow him, he became upset with her. The experience of her instinct for
self-preservation being met with indignation by her father, who was preoccupied with his
own needs, epitomized the feeling of her childhood. She recalled a constant sense that “I
felt responsible for something that I’m not even really, that I can’t be responsible for.”
Nicole said that the lack of support she experienced from her parents affected her
relationships with others throughout her life. She attributed her insecurity in relationships
and her tendency to let others mistreat her to the lack of basic support she felt from her
parents: “They would always say, your friends are so self confident, because this one friend
that I'm thinking about now, she, when we had a fight, she would throw her ponytail and
walk out, and go home. But why could she do that? Because she had the support of her
parents, who would just completely say, yeah, you had a fight with Nicole, you go.” Instead
of this unconditional support, her parents teamed up with her antagonists: “when I would
fight with them, they would say, ‘Well, if you behave like this with your friends, then we
don't, we're not surprised you have problems with your friends.’”
When she entered puberty, Nicole became closer to her mother and felt distanced
from her father, who “was uncomfortable with me becoming a woman” and, in general,
“that his children were becoming sexual beings.” As a high school student, Nicole studied
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abroad in America. Her host mother had just been through an ugly divorce, and she
described her as depressed and neglectful, often drinking in the evening and failing to buy
enough food. Her parents’ response was, “well you wanted [to go abroad]. So basically suck
it up.” Nicole sees this as yet another example of not having “backup” from her parents,
which left her at loose ends, unable to assert herself or problem-solve.
Childhood experience of religion
Nicole described her family as minimally involved in religion. Because the German
school system allotted time weekly for religious study, she received a basic Catholic
education, and she went to required Sunday school in advance of her first communion at
age eight. However, her parents only went to church on holidays or milestone occasions,
and her father left the Catholic church “so that he would not have to pay taxes,” which was
required as part of affiliation with a religion in Germany.
Nicole said, “I always had this sort of spiritual interest I think when I was a child.”
She said “I took this whole First Communion thing very, very seriously, [though] for my
parents it was the social thing to do.” She was “drawn to” the “sacred atmosphere” of old
churches. She particularly remembered wanting an angel figurine with hands cupped to
hold holy water that was given to children in the church. She said, “My parents didn't give
me that angel. My mother hated it. My father made jokes about it, but I really, really loved
that.” Nicole recalled losing her childhood sense of awe around the time she entered
puberty:
When I was about 12 and I fully understood the whole role that Jesus played, the
whole implication of Jesus Christ praying to like a dead person on a cross, it just
completely alienated me. I thought it was... I don't know what word I can use ... there
was this weird sexual aspect about it that I find repelling… this naked guy in just his
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underwear and... the worship of his suffering… it's almost like, narcissistic sort of
like, who comes and pretends he's the son of God? This whole suffering sort of ‘I'm
taking on all the sins of the world and at the same time I'm just like this very sad
leaning person naked with just a white cloth around,’ I just found it absurd.
Rather than pitying Jesus on the cross, she felt that he was “arrogant” to have
claimed to be the son of God and had “brought it on himself.” She was particularly
disgusted by images of the crucifix and Pieta, saying “this whole Christian thing of praising
all this suffering is just disgusting.” The thought “he brought it on himself” mirrors her
description of how her parents had treated her when she was upset, and represents an
attempt to turn passive to active. Her descriptions of an oversexualized, exhibitionistic, and
flamboyantly suffering man are reminiscent of her representation of her father, who sought
attention to compensate for his insecurities and communicated discomfort with his
daughter’s sexuality. When I broached this, saying, “Jesus was just a guy who decided to ski
the wrong way down the ski slope and then he wants people to feel sorry for him,” she
responded affirmatively: “Why was I supposed to feel sorry for him?” The image of God as
her father motivated not worship but disgust.
In terms of her early exposure to Judaism, Nicole said in retrospect, she was
troubled by the way Jews and Judaism were presented in Germany. She said that “German
guilt” for the Holocaust dominated the representation of Judaism, which was portrayed
mainly as an ethnic group and not as a religion with affirmative content. She said that her
grandfathers had been German soldiers during WWII, and described her family as “clearly
Nazis.” Her grandmother, she said, had “made it clear that being German was a good thing,
and something to be proud of, and I hated it from when I was a child.” Nicole recalls always
having felt a fascination for Jews, related to “collective guilt and shame that I grew up for

115

being German, and then you approach the very group of people and religion that was so
terribly, suffered so terribly from, at the hands of... like you know, where you come from.”
When she was in high school, Nicole’s family found out they had a distant Jewish
ancestor when a relative who had done genealogy research contacted them. She said she
was “excited” to discover this, not because it made her “feel less ashamed about what
Germany had done, because it hasn't gone away, but… it felt like a connection… It felt like
something had come to life, that I had grown up learning that it was dead.” Her father,
though, was disgusted to hear of it. After college, she heard of a high school classmate
having converted to Judaism, and remembered immediately being intrigued by this
possibility. Having seen Judaism as an ethnicity, she had not realized it was possible to
convert. She said that she still sees Judaism as in some ways a religion and in some ways “a
cultural group that often people will liken to... a biological family.”
Conversion
Nicole described having always been intrigued by Judaism. When she moved to New
York, a place she was keenly aware many Jews lived, she joked that “I’m going to New York
and I’m going to meet my Jewish husband.” Instead, Nicole met and married a non-Jewish
man, a relationship that was short-lived and ended in a bitter divorce. In the wake of the
divorce, Nicole described experiencing an emotional crisis. She was “devastated,” having
“been completely abandoned, rejected, treated like shit…. I thought I was loving and being
there and like I just wanted to create something.” Having experienced a miscarriage several
years before and aware she was probably too old to have biological children, she began to
reckon with the awareness that although she could become pregnant, she would not
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become a mother. She said, “I always thought I was going to be part of the universe by
being a mother and by birthing future generations. I always thought I was going to have at
least three children and that didn't happen… I didn't know how to come to terms with
being so alone. And with not knowing what is the purpose of my existence.” She felt an
urgent need for religion and spirituality, a “way to be a part of the world.” Having ended
her relationship with a non-Jewish man, she decided it was finally time to explore Judaism.
For several months, Nicole reveled in trying out all the different forms of Judaism,
from Reform to Chabad. She said, “I just totally immersed myself in everything that I could
do.” Nicole described being attracted to the tradition of textual interpretation and debate,
especially those concerning ethical principles, which had always interested her: “I just love
the detail and these observations” and the various scenarios the Talmud proposes. She
connected to the balance in Judaism’s emphasis on pragmatic, earthly matters as well as its
concern for an existence beyond the material. She felt comforted by the importance of
family in Judaism and the sense of connection among the generations. If she would not have
a physical child, she would have a metaphysical one. In Judaism, perhaps she could
experience "the creation of some sort of love."
In finding her place in Judaism, Nicole struggled between her desire for connection
to the past and her desire for autonomy. She said, “I feel always disconnected, I feel alone…
Yeah, I don't feel that I belong to anybody really. And so studying something that is
thousands and thousands of years old... I feel there's some ancient quality that is very,
almost like a shelter.” She craved the authenticity of connection to the most strict,
all-encompassing form of Judaism, but at the same time she felt that the rules of Shabbat,
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kashrut, and modesty were too restrictive. She said, “I knew I could not live up to that.”
Ultimately she decided to undergo a Conservative conversion as a balance between
tradition and autonomy.
Having always felt connected to water, Nicole found immersion in the mikveh8
intensely meaningful. She felt very joyful during her conversion ceremony. But from the
perspective of the group of rabbis that witnessed her immersion, it seemed pro forma: “It
wasn't solemn. It wasn't. It was very matter of fact, man. It was a business. It was a
business. It was an appointment on these three rabbi's business agenda for the day, and
you could feel that. And so that took away something.” Nevertheless, “the core experience
that I had was that I was laughing because I was so happy. So when I dunked and I came up
and it was the third time, and even before leading up to that, I just could feel that I was
super happy.”
Post-conversion life
At the time of the interview, Nicole was still finding her place in Jewish community
and practice. She was preoccupied with “acceptance” and realized that her non-Orthodox
conversion and practice would mean she was not considered Jewish by some. At times she
brought up, by way of negation, the possibility of “regret” for the conversion and of
disaffiliation. though when asked explicitly she said disaffiliation would make her feel “sad”
and “incomplete, like something had been taken from me” The reasons for her
dissatisfaction will be explored below.
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Significant others
Nicole described a sense of deep continuing dissatisfaction with her personal ties to
the Jewish community. While she derives some sense of satisfaction and connection from
hosting Shabbat meals and leading services, on the whole, she described a bitter sense that
the community was hypocritical in its espousal of the ideal of “welcoming the stranger.” In
particular, Nicole felt that rabbis were self-important and overly fragile and suspicious of
her attempts at individuation. When asked what she might like to communicate to rabbis,
she said, “don't get personally offended when I may not go with your opinion, you know?”
Nicole continued to feel uneasy about her German heritage. She felt “this very
visceral feeling of belonging or that I was supposed to be Jewish, but I also know that
biologically and family history wise I'm not.” In interactions with Jews, she felt rejected on
the basis of her German heritage:
You start talking to people, and they say, ‘Oh, you're from Germany,’ and then they
just like, stop talking with you. Or you just immediately talk about the Holocaust...
not everyone is always hostile, but I do think the fact that I'm a convert is so much
more on the table immediately, because of the 'German-ness.’ If I were just an
American without an accent, and I sort of pass, like if I don't open my mouth, people
will not necessarily say, ‘Oh, she's definitely not Jewish.’
The most painful part of Nicole’s personal life was her failure to establish a family.
She had lived with a Jewish man after her conversion, and she said that although he was an
Orthodox-affiliated Jew who professed the Jewish values of love, kindness, and social
justice, he exploited her for money and betrayed her. She said, “While I totally know that he
is not Judaism, and I've kept doing it, this whole disenchantment with this person and this
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whole betrayal happened as I had just converted... I just loved it so much and then this
thing happened, and I've been trying to come back to it ever since.”
Ironically, instead of replacing her longing for children, the Jewish emphasis on
children and intergenerational connection became intensely painful: “Judaism talks about
all this, l'dor vador9 and all like what are we going to teach our children, what are we going
to do with our children and all the children, children, children all the time, which in the
beginning was very helpful in a way because I felt like part of that, but obviously the more I
learn and the more I become involved with it, the more I felt like not part of it again.” Even
encountering texts about pregnant or barren women is painful for her. Without physical
children and intimate partners, she felt that “I'm going to be forgotten when I'm dead.” Her
attempt at belonging had failed: “I don't feel really part of the world.”
Nicole’s way of speaking about her parents had the characteristics of preoccupied
attachment. She often described one attribute—for example, “loving”—then negated it
(“they were not loving people”). She cited mutual recriminations that continued into the
present, and at times she spoke directly to her parents as if they were in the room. In turn,
she portrayed her parents as being preoccupied with her: although she is now in her
forties, they continued to bring up times “you said you hated us” when she was an
adolescent.
Nicole’s ORI scores were between 6 and 7, indicating that she was able to represent
a whole, complex picture of others and herself, but this portrait was shot through with
ambivalence. Despite her attempts to change their relationship, she retained a sense of not
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being seen or supported. For example, her father continued to call her on Saturdays despite
her Sabbath observance, and to assume she observes Christian holidays. She described her
mother as “unable to admit to mistakes that she has made.” Ultimately, she said, “I've
learned to take care of myself, and I've learned to just basically not expect the support even
though I'm still longing for it.”
Prayer and text
Nicole described having an ambivalent relationship to prayer. She was suspicious of
others’ emotional expressions during prayer, and the same time that she longed for a
simple, unmediated connection. She said,
When it comes to this religious expression of emotions, it is a little restricted…. I'm
not a person who bursts out in tears in worship… I let go with friends and partners.
I let go when I have sex. I don't have problems letting go. But I can't... Maybe there's
some sort of self protection in there that I don't want to give my hands in to be
totally dependent on God.
Nicole said she feels more comfortable with the intellectual explorations of text and her
own self-expression through poetry. She said, “everything that has to do with sort of a
philosophical discourse within Judaism feels very comforting… the intellectual exercise
and learning and writing, and finding beauty in it and trying to make places that have been
sad bring out a new layer to them, like making some sort of [holiness] if you want. That all
feels very comforting.” In contrast to prayer, writing poetry facilitated vulnerable
emotional expression.
Once I started studying Judaism, it has opened up a level in internal cosmos [sic]
that I thought was there, but I needed a medium to open it, and I think a lot of the
language in the Torah and then in the prayers were the bridge to that… I allowed
myself to write about deeper feelings and spirituality and to use more beautiful and
sometimes maybe flowery language… sensuality certainly has become more vivid…
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if you play with Biblical images, you're automatically sort of grounding the thing in a
big way.
For her the Biblical text, rather than the setting of prayer, is what provides for the
subjective use of cultural material. The use of transitional space is in relation to the
symbolic rather than to the other.
God Image
In terms of her God image, Nicole expressed an unresolved perspective that was a
common thread through her relationships. When asked to describe God, her first response
was, “I don’t know.” She described God as a depersonified, degendered creating force,
which she did not know whether to locate “more inside us, or if it's more, really something
outside of us, in the universe, or, cosmos.” She said she was not sure whether she believed
in God; the most she could say is that “I feel a little bit uncomfortable denying the, the
possibility that there might be something that actually could, that's actually there beyond
myself, or beyond other people.” Her expression of an agnostic relationship to God
contrasted with that of the other eight participants.
Conversion narrative
Nicole’s conversion narrative contains elements of the experimental and affectional
conversion motifs; she describes experimenting with different modes of Judaism and also
describes it as the solution to an emotional crisis. But the main underlying motivation for
the conversion was not something typically mentioned in the literature: a repudiation of
her German heritage. The primary feeling of Nicole’s childhood—that because of her
parents’ emotional immaturity, she was constantly held “responsible for something that I
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really couldn’t be responsible for”—was writ large in the fact of belonging to the German
people. Though she could not possibly have been responsible for the Holocaust, she felt in a
very real sense as if she was. Her feeling of “not belonging” to her family and community
led her to imagine identifying instead with the victims of her ancestors: the Jewish people.
The urge to escape from her heritage led her abroad, to foreign countries, and finally to
New York, where the Jewish people lived rather than died. Maybe the people who had been
persecuted, annihilated, and expelled by her ancestors, would have a place for her too.
The other motivation for Nicole’s conversion was the crisis of not becoming a
mother. Joining a religion that emphasized family and continuity, and that survived the
Nazi attempt at annihilation, served as a symbolic biological family that replaced her
repudiated past and her barren future. She gestures at this when she speaks of feeling “part
of the world”: belonging means seeing herself as part of a chain stretching back into the
past and forward into the future. This is why she describes being attracted to the aspect of
Judaism that is an ancient civilization, which she experienced as a “shelter.” The sense of
authenticity in antiquity is derived from her attempt to replace her past with that of the
Jewish people, as described by Spero. This is expressed in her sense of being “biologically”
part of the Jewish people although she knows this is not true. Yet ultimately, this symbolic
grafting into the Jewish people could not replace her desire for a biological family. Not
having had biological children needed to be mourned on its own terms.
There was positive content that drew Nicole to Judaism: the tradition of debate and
textual interpretation, the childhood associations with water as sacred, the Biblical imagery
that she incorporated into her poetry. A highly intelligent and sensitive person, Nicole
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found solace in the transitional use of symbol in art. But she could not draw on a nourishing
memory or representation of relationship, the way Tim, Peter, and Maryam could, to create
a relationship to God as a transitional object. Nor could she make use of prayer as a mode of
connection. Instead, she continued to long for a connection to concrete others, and those
she encountered in the Jewish community disappointed her by recapitulating the dynamic
of her childhood. Men mistreated and abandoned her, while rabbis were unsupportive and
oversensitive to small slights. Perhaps Nicole’s conversion was one that, in Spero’s words,
tried to do what only psychotherapy can.

Case Studies Conclusion
The cases presented demonstrate the diverse uses of conversion in psychic life.
They add evidence to previously described typologies of conversion, which point to the
categories of passive vs. active, sudden vs. gradual, affective vs. intellectual, and solitary vs.
communal. These conversion narratives were shown to track closely with the
conceptualization of conversion within the religious tradition. In general, converts shared
certain elements of personal history, including problems in the Oedipal configuration of the
family, often involving an idealization of the mother and denigration of the father. For the
women, the father was represented as sexually overstimulated or overstimulating.
On an intrapsychic level, various uses of conversion were shown. Converts may use
religious values, practices, and role models as an aid in the process of identity formation.
They may use religious ritual, particularly prayer, to regulate emotions and self-esteem and
to evoke the presence of a benign internal other in God. The God image may be used to
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work through gendered representations of the parents and theological concepts, altering
the individual’s sense of self in relationship. Finally, the presence of significant others in the
religious world, such as peers and romantic partners, may provide for a corrective
emotional experience.
The contrast between Nicole and the other cases presented may provide some clues
as to what enables the productive use of religion. First, the other three participants
represented their mothers in an idealizing way, regardless of the actual experience, which
varied from good-enough, to unreliable boundaries and care, to traumatic abandonment.
Nicole was the only one without access to an internal representation of a caring other,
leading to a deadened transitional space that inhibited belief in God. This affirms the roots
of religious experience in the maternal—whether based on actual experience with,
representation of, or fantasies about her. Another contribution might be the amount of time
elapsed since the conversion. Nicole converted 2.5 years prior to the interview, while the
others converted between seven and 19 years prior to the interview. Peter mentioned a
period of “wandering in the wilderness” for nine years following his conversion, while Tim
mentioned five years in which “it was really hard.” This suggests that it may take a number
of years for the conversion experience to yield a stable religious orientation.
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Chapter 5: Thematic Analysis
Characteristics of the sample
Nine participants were interviewed: three Muslims, two Christians, and four Jews.
Participants ranged in age from 22 to 46 (M=33). Five participants were women and four
were men. One participant was from Iran, one from Germany, two from the Midwestern
United States, four from the mid-Atlantic United States, and one from the Western United
States. One participant was raised with nominal religious affiliation; one was raised a Shia
Muslim, one Protestant, and the remaining six Roman Catholic. One participant was in
college; four had a bachelor’s degree; two were in graduate school; and two had a
professional degree. Seven participants were white and two were Asian American. Three
participants were single (two women and one man); one was cohabiting (a woman), three
were married (all men), and two were divorced (both women). Eight identified as
heterosexual and one as lesbian. One participant had three children and the others had no
children.
In the table below, the basic details of the conversion are sketched out.
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Table 2: Characteristics of the Sample
Intensity of
Family
Religion of Religious
Adoptive
Participant Origin
Practice*
Religion
1
(Tim) Christian

Years Since
Conversion
Age at
(nearest
Conversion half-year)

Intensity of
Current
Religious
Practice

Nominal

Christianity Evangelical

17

18

High

Roman
2 Catholic

High

Islam

26

10

High

Roman
3 Catholic

Medium

Judaism Renewal

29

1

High

Judaism Conservative

22

1

High

Maronite
Christian/
Roman
4 Catholic
High
5 Roman
(Nicole) Catholic

Low

Judaism "Conservadox"

42

2.5

Medium

6 Roman
(Maryam) Catholic

Low

Islam

19

7

High

Judaism Conservative

25

18

High

8 Shia Islam Low

Christianity Evangelical

27

5

High

Roman
9 Catholic

Islam

22

1.5

High

7
(Peter) Protestant Medium

Medium

*High: daily to weekly religious activity; high level of religious identity and/or belief
Medium: weekly religious activity; low level of religious identity and/or belief
Low: celebration of religious holidays; cultural affiliation

Theme 1: Problems stemming from childhood
All participants reported significant problems in their family and home environment
during childhood, with varying levels of severity. These problems included threats to their
physical safety by parents, siblings, or peers, abandonment by a parent, disturbances in the
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marital or sibling relationship, and a negative emotional tone in the home. The most
common configuration was a highly problematic relationship with an absent or aggressive
father, along with an idealizing relationship with a passive, but longed-for mother.
Fathers
Eight out of nine participants reported problematic relationships with their fathers,
ranging from a distant or conflictual relationship to severe abuse or neglect. Participant 3
reported that her father, who remarried when she was a young child, turned a blind eye to
her stepmother’s emotional abuse and exclusion of her and her brother: “He has very little
spine, and he just can’t stand up to her.” His passivity manifested medical neglect that
resulted in life-threatening pneumonia when she was a teenager. When she protested her
stepmother’s treatment, “[my father] would say, ‘well my hands are tied behind my back.
Now I have to raise my other daughters,’ my half-siblings.” Participant 1’s relationship to
his father was also very problematic (see Case Study 1).
Other participants reported less extreme problems with their fathers. Participant 4
reported that her father was often absent due to working the night shift, but that he was
dedicated to her family. Two participants described fathers who were irresponsible,
unreliable, and self-centered (5, 6). Two male participants’ fathers were medical doctors
who worked long hours and were largely absent from the household (2, 7). Both
participants described their household as being characterized by the maxim “children are
to be seen and not heard” and reported significant clashes with their fathers during
adolescence. Both reported infrequent but memorable physical confrontations: Participant
7 reported that his father used a paddle for discipline, and Participant 2 described one
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dramatic physical confrontation with his father during adolescence, in which his father
pushed him and he considered grabbing a knife from the kitchen counter.
Many participants described their fathers as highly concerned with proving their
masculinity (1, 4, 5, 8), and several described bonding with their fathers primarily through
sports (2, 7). Participant 2 stated that “he had this idea that he had to teach us to be men,”
while Participant 8 described his father as a self-made, powerful figure who “taught me
how to be a man.” Two of the fathers (1, 7) were Vietnam War veterans. Participant 4
described her father as having come from a “patriarchal” Arab background; though he tried
to overcome this, he was preoccupied with “masculinity, and trying to push [my brother] to
be a man.”
Mothers
Eight out of nine participants evinced ORI descriptions of a close, warm, and
positive relationship with their mothers (5 was the exception). Mothers were described as
“my best friend” (6), someone the participant talks to daily (8), “the one who brings the
family together” (2). However, in most cases, more detailed descriptions of their
childhoods painted a more complex or even contradictory picture. In many cases, there was
a sense of maternal passivity or neglect, either in protecting the participant from abuse by
the father or another family member, or in their care for the participant in times of distress.
Two participants described a close early relationship with their mothers, which was
then disrupted by a prolonged separation (1, 3). Both participants said they excused and
forgave their mothers for the separation. Participant 3 was raised mostly by her father and
stepmother, because her mother suffered from a psychotic disorder (possibly bipolar
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disorder or schizophrenia) and was psychiatrically hospitalized for long stretches. When
she did see her mother, who was often in a psychotic state, she engaged in verbal and
physical abuse, including attempted murder and kidnapping, as well as bizarre and
frightening behavior. She said, “She was always a very caring mother, but she was just
sick."
Two participants (4, 9) described mothers with whom they were close, but who had
failed in significant ways to protect their physical or mental health. Participant 4 described
her mother as “very warm, very friendly, very loving and generous person. She shows up
for people in a way that I’ve never seen… [she’s] emotionally attuned.” Yet she also
reported that her mother repeatedly threatened to abandon her during arguments and
failed to notice or act on her severe depression during her adolescence. Participant 9
suffered physical abuse from her older sister resulting in “daily bruises”; this participant
stated, “She did her best to intervene and in like strict firm ways. It's just to say that like,
my mother was also not one for like corporal punishment either or anything like that. So
yeah, I don't blame my mother.”
Two participants (2, 6) described complex and enmeshed relationships with their
mothers: Participant 2 reported a period of intense closeness in early childhood that
resulted in a protracted and conflictual separation-individuation period: “up until fifth
grade. I was like, just like such a momma's boy. I loved my mom more than anything. I think
part of the reason I didn't have many friends until fifth grade was because I was so involved
with my mom… which I think is possibly why we fought so much.” He described his mother
as an “Asian tiger mom” who was overprotective, intrusive, and controlling, and reported
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engaged in power struggles with her starting in middle childhood. Although he and his
mother currently talk only once a month, he described feeling very dependent on her and
said “I don’t know what I would do without my mom.” Similarly, Participant 6 described
her mother as her “best friend” and spoke movingly about “the mutual support between
us;” however, she also described inconsistently intrusive and neglectful behavior on her
mother’s part. Descriptions of parentification and feelings of being overly responsible at a
young age were typical of three female participants (5, 6, 9).
Thus, most participants described an idealized mother figure, sometimes in contrast
to a history of abandonment, neglect, misattunement, and parentification. At times their
descriptions hearkened back to a closeness in early life that was later disrupted. Often, the
mother was perceived as all-good in contrast to a father who was perceived as all-bad.
Family dynamics
Participants reported difficulties in their overall family dynamic, with varying levels
of severity. They reported problems with the overall emotional tone of the family, including
a sense of shame about their family (1, 6), pervasive feelings of anger (all 9 participants),
and intolerance of emotion (2, 7). Many participants’ descriptions left the impression that
the parents were not working together in a goal-oriented way to raise their children.
Rather, they gave an impression of being preoccupied with their own needs or conflicts.
Six participants reported disturbances in the parents’ marital relationship. Three
participants’ parents were divorced, in two cases because of physical abuse of the mother
by the father (1, 9). Two of the fathers had affairs, resulting in divorce in one case (3, 6).
Participant 4 described prevalent conflict in the home and said that “when my parents
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would fight I was very afraid that they were going to get divorced… there was a fear of the
family falling apart.” Participant 2 observed a stable relationship between his parents, but
his mother told him when he was a teen that she had been lonely as a stay at home mother
with a physician husband. She made comments like, “If I could do it all over again, I don’t
know that I’d get married,” and “I don’t know how anyone stays married without God.”
Several participants reported inappropriate sharing by mothers about their dissatisfaction
with their fathers (2, 4, 6).
Three participants reported sibling rivalry that was significant enough to disrupt
their fundamental sense of family cohesion. Participant 7 reported constant conflict with
his younger sister, resulting in a sense that his parents and sister were united against him.
Participant 3 reported that her stepmother “treated her own [biological] children like they
were supreme, higher beings and she treated my brother and I like we were just garbage.”
She also reported that she was more “strong voiced” about her objections to their
treatment, while her brother “would just shut down emotionally.” Thus she was singled out
as the problematic child in the family. Participant 9 reported physical abuse by her sister,
who was emotionally disturbed and traumatized by her parents’ divorce. She said that her
sister’s problems “taught me to take up less space, to kind of allow her to receive as much
guidance and care that she needed,” and she described stepping into a joint caretaking role
with her mother, in which “we sacrifice ourselves or we put our arms open, we say like
‘We’re here for you. We’ve got you.’” Participant 4 also expressed that her brothers engaged
in constant conflict with their father as teens, while she flew under the radar. In general,
male participants reported more overt conflict, verbal and physical, between them and
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their fathers, while female participants tended to report having been parentified, i.e. taking
on the anxieties and responsibilities of the family dynamic at a young age.
Mental disorders
Five participants had a close family member who had a mental disorder, including a
mother and father with depression (6), a mother and uncle with psychotic disorders (3, 4),
and a sister with a substance abuse disorder (9). Three had grandfathers who had
committed suicide (3, 5, 6). Six participants (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6) described past or present
symptoms consistent with a mental health diagnosis, such as depression, dysthymic
disorder, or addiction. Four participants had been in psychotherapy (3, 4, 5, 6). The two
participants who were sent to therapy in their teenage years reported that the therapist
told them they would need to leave their dysfunctional family environment to overcome
their problems (3, 4). According to Participant 3, “every therapist I ever went to, they're
like, ‘You're a really well adjusted person… there's nothing we can do to help you.... you just
need to get away from all of this.’”
Struggles with community and identity
Notable in the background of eight out of nine participants (all but 7) was a sense of
alienation from the community in which they grew up. Participant 8 said that his home city
in Iran was characterized by rampant drug addiction and delinquent behavior by
teenagers; because of a threat of kidnapping for wealthy families such as his, he went to
live with his sister in a different city at age 16. For Participant 2, an Asian American
growing up in a white suburb, his Catholic school was a setting for cruel, violent bullying
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that was ignored by faculty. When he was in sixth grade, his principal was shot, an event he
reacted to by saying “of course something like that happened.”
Three participants encountered racial or ethnic discrimination that made them feel
othered, excluded, or alienated (2, 4, 9). Participant 9, who is partly of Native American
ancestry and grew up close to a Native American reservation, described experiencing
“bullying and racism” at her mostly-white school, including being singled out by a teacher
as an example of someone who was racially different. Participant 4, who grew up Arab in
the Midwest, recalled constant worry about her family’s physical safety and potential
family separation because of anti-Arab sentiment after 9/11.
Several participants reported issues with their gender identity starting in childhood.
Four of the five women noted that they were considered “tomboys” in their childhoods (3,
4, 6, 9). One went on to identify as transgender for a brief time, and now identifies as a
lesbian. Two of these participants described having been chubby as children and having felt
unattractive as they hit puberty (6, 9). Both described losing a significant amount of weight
in their later teen years, which they said changed the way others saw them.
For three of these women, labeling by others was a very prominent feature of their
identity, sometimes more so than how they felt inside. Participant 4 said,
When I was in middle school I remember thinking that I might be gay. And I don't
know what brought me to that conclusion because I wasn't even going through
puberty yet... It was less that I was experiencing things and coming to that
conclusion, but more just like I must have picked up from the way people were
treating me that something might be weird with me and I might be gay or
something.
Similarly, Participant 3 said that her coworkers “thought that I was homosexual” although
she identifies as heterosexual. Participant 9 said that, with regard to racial identity, “What
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I’ve learned about identifying oneself is it matters way less than how others identify you…
there are some times where it doesn't matter what you tell people. If they've projected
something onto you and they want to see that, they don't care sometimes.”
Theme 1 conclusion
Most of the participants’ backgrounds were characterized by disturbances in the
home environment that constituted threats to their basic sense of security and belonging,
as a result of physical or emotional abuse, neglect, violence in the community, racial or
gender discrimination, and the marital instability of their parents. Many of their childhoods
were characterized by attachment trauma. Participants also reported a high rate of mental
illness and suicide in their families and their personal histories. These findings are
consistent with previous studies of converts, which report a higher level of insecure and
disorganized attachment (particularly with respect to the father), trauma and mental
illness, and neurotic personality factors. The combination of individual and communal
difficulties presage conflicts surrounding identity formation.

Theme 2: A common conversion narrative
In keeping with Rambo’s work on the stages involved in religious conversion, this
study found a common narrative trajectory of conversion, with distinctive processes and
turning points (1993). Many of the markers converge with Rambo’s stages, while others
are distinctive to this sample. These common markers included (1) spiritual interest in
childhood, (2) the “planting of a seed” in childhood, (3) alienation from the childhood
religion, (4) a stormy adolescence, (5) a period of atheism or radical politics, (6) a crisis, (7)
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a romantic relationship with a person from the adoptive religion, (8) a geographic move,
(9) a period of immersion and learning, (10) a dramatic conversion experience, (11) a
period of disengagement from the adoptive religion. They did not occur in the same order
or in all participants, but the majority of participants experienced a majority of the steps,
resulting in a striking narrative commonality.
Spiritual Interest in Childhood
Seven participants reported having been intrigued by religion and spirituality in
their childhoods, some in religious rites and spaces, and others in the idea of God. In some
cases, this was congruent with their family background; eg. participants 4 and 9 reported
that they had always experienced the presence of a loving God modeled on their parents’
religious faith. For Participant 9, the belief in a higher power was a comfort to her mother
and grandmother regarding their difficult family situation. She said they communicated,
“I’m sorry this is happening and like we’re going to be okay. Just having faith that there’s
something better.”
In other cases, the family was either casually religious or irreligious. Participants 1
and 3, who suffered the most overtly traumatic childhoods, developed their own
idiosyncratic idea of God as a saving power who could help them overcome their situation
(see Case Study 1). Participant 3 said “I was very spiritual throughout [my childhood]. Just
in terms of believing in some sort of higher power, but not angry, damning God, but just the
fact that something was carrying me through all of this and this was all for some better
purpose or some reason and that it was a Cinderella story.” The longing of these two
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participants for deliverance echoes William James’s statement that “if we are sick souls, we
require a religion of deliverance” (1902, p. 466).
Three participants recalled being mocked by their families for their spiritual
interest (5, 6, 8). According to Participant 8, “I was the only child in the house that I was
actually practicing. I was praying four times a day, and I was always sort of motivated by
this whole idea of being a good Muslim, even though my other two brothers were making
fun of me, but I was still doing it anyway from the very early ages.” Participant 6 said that
although her mother was deeply involved in Catholicism and was the education director of
her church, she did not take religious restrictions as seriously as her daughter: “My mom
laughed at me when I told her I want to save myself till marriage. She's like, yeah okay.
Good luck with that. Even though she believes it's the right thing to do, she's like in this day
and age forget about it.” (See Case Study 4 for another example.) Thus this early childhood
spiritual interest was sometimes accompanied by a sense of embattled loneliness.
The “planting of a seed” in childhood
Most participants reported a benign encounter in childhood with a figure or image
from the adoptive religion that generated positive associations or even hopeful longing
toward the religion. This was often described as a kind of divine guidance or calling toward
the religion. For example, Participant 2 visited a family friend who was Muslim and
watched the family perform a prayer service; in retrospect, he calls this “dahwa,” the
phenomenon of God calling him to Islam. Participant 7 said, “It’s hard to avoid the
fundamental truth that God has guided my path... to Judaism.” In some instances, the “seed”
planted was a meeting with a uniquely moral or kind person who practiced the religion.
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Participant 1 reported that his uncle, who was a faithful Baptist, “stood out to me, because
he was a decent person. And he cared about me when everyone else saw me as a nuisance.”
In other instances, the encounter combined ritual and human aspects. Participant 8
recalled having been interested in Christianity from an early age:
First time I actually saw, visited, a church… I was, I believe, nine years old at the
time. There was this Armenian town that we went to have lunch.. we went there to
visit, and I was surprised. I was really amazed going inside the church and see, wow,
what is this place? I was overwhelmed with all of those arts and really curious about
everything that I was seeing over there… [I asked my mom] ‘Well, then can I be
Christian?’ This is me, nine years old. She said, ‘No, you can't.’
This same participant described his experience with a Christian friend: “I have a really
positive picture in my mind of this only Christian friend that I had. Never lied, and that was
something that even today, it's still in my mind, and I developed that picture and started
that interest towards Christianity.” This experience reinforced his positive associations
with the symbols of Christianity: “there was a cross in one of their store [sic], and some sort
of quote about Christ.... I don't know why, but out of nowhere I trusted him already, and
that was a great choice, because turns out he was also a really honest person.”
Alienation from childhood religion
Participants from a religious background described a process of alienation from
their religion. This process resulted from either negative childhood experiences with the
religious community, or the questioning of religious dogma.
Negative childhood experiences with religious practitioners
Six participants (2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 9) described negative experiences of religious people in
childhood, including religious coercion on the part of the family (2, 3), perfunctory or
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superficial observance in their family or community (3, 6, 7), and judgment and shaming in
their religious community, usually as part of ethnic or racial prejudice (4, 9). Four
participants specifically used the word “hypocritical” to describe the actions of their
religious community (4, 6, 8, 9). Religious coercion featured prominently in the story of
Participant 2, who recalled years of power struggles with his mother over church
attendance: “We had to wear clothes that I hated. Wear a belt and tuck in your shirt, and
everything... My mom literally would lick her thumb and straighten our hair before we'd go
into the church. We just wanted to enjoy the weekend.” When he was ten, he refused to go,
resulting in a physical confrontation with his mother:
I remember I was screaming and crying, and I remember I grabbed onto the stair
rail in our house. I refused to let go. My mom literally was pulling me, and yelling at
me, and saying, you have to go to church. I refused to go. I remember this, because I
won. Eventually my mom gave up. Everyone went to church except me, and I was
just there at home alone which was a rarity at the time. I was like, for a moment I
was like super, I felt triumphant. I was like, I did it. I beat my mom. I felt really
scared and sad and alone, because they just abandoned me at home.
`

Participant 3 was introduced to Christian faith by her stepmother, whom she

perceived as using Christianity as an “egotistical self-indulgence of being able to say by
doing xyz I’m a good Christian, I’m above you.” When she refused to go to church, she felt
labeled by her stepmother: “she's crazy, she's selfish, she's going to hell, she's this demon
child.” Participant 4 said, “I just saw people not living what I understood as Christ-like
growing up… And not being loving to their neighbors… I just felt like people were really
hypocritical.” Participant 9 remembered times that “I had Christianity utilized against me,
or to judge me, or shame me.”
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Questioning of religious dogma
Especially as they entered adolescence, participants began to question the premises
of their religion on theological and ethical bases such as gender and racial discrimination,
cultural imperialism, and theology. The rejection of religious teachings was based on
several factors, including contradictory norms held by the participant’s family; on ethical
and intellectual developments of adolescence; and on an intuition that was difficult to put
into words. Many participants objected to theological notions of Jesus Christ, such as the
concept of the trinity (3, 7, 9) or with the idea of man’s incarnation as God (5, 7). Often this
was motivated by their ambivalence toward their own fathers (see Case Studies 2 & 4).
Sometimes, the religious claim was questioned on the basis of a contradictory,
deeply held norm, often inculcated by the participant’s family (see Case Study 2).
Participant 4, who experienced discrimination as an Arab in an all-white church, objected
to the “colonialist” nature of missionary work, saying “It just didn’t feel right to me that
people need to change their own culture to do right for God.” For Participant 9, the Catholic
theology she learned in school contained notions of sin and punishment that did not accord
with her mother and grandmother’s view of faith, which held that “you’re not being
punished by God just because you’re going through difficulty and if anything God should be
a tool for you too to better work through that.”
The alienation from the childhood religion was sometimes on the basis of adolescent
ethical and intellectual development. For example, Participant 8 described a “critical
thinking process” that started in college. Studying Islamic art, he realized, “most of the
Islamic artist, they were all man [sic]. It wasn't that woman was not able to make art. It was
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the fact that they did not have the same opportunities to do it. The unfairness of the whole
thing was just killing me, and I couldn't be quiet about it.”
Three converts from Roman Catholicism felt that critical thought was discouraged in
their Catholic environments, as opposed to greater intellectual openness in Judaism and
Islam. For Participant 2, his exploration of political theory was exciting partly because,
“compared to growing up Catholic, in a very traditional and just ‘do this, do this, do this’
kind of way, it was just mind-blowing, thinking about these things.” Participant 9 said that
In Catholicism in particular, it's like some people don't feel permission to look into
their own faith to read up on it. It's not as intellectual, I would say, from what I've
seen from Judaism and Islam, within certain subsections…. It was less common for
people to be like, ‘Yeah I know that there’s this particular part of the Torah that says
this, but I believe this,’ and then people would talk it out. I feel like there’s less of
that in the Christianity that I grew up with. It was a lot more just falling, falling,
falling.
Participant 4 concurred that “there was not a lot of room for doubt or for complicated
feelings or ideas” in her religious upbringing.
Six participants described an intuitive feeling that the religion of origin was not
right for them, one that was not amenable to rational explanation. They used phrases such
as “it just didn’t click” (3), “it just didn’t feel right” (4), “it just didn’t compute” (7), “I just
felt bad every time there was a quote from the Qur’an” (8). Similarly, participants described
the feeling of “rightness” in the adoptive religion as difficult to put into words: “I think
some of it, though, is sort of ineffable. Like, you know, why do you read this book and then
suddenly it's ah-ha moment. I think there's something that I can't describe about it” (9).
The feeling of fit or lack thereof were related to a nonverbal, felt sense of “rightness.”
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Stormy adolescence
Five participants, all four men as well as one woman, reported engaging in sustained
conflict with their parents and/or affiliation with a countercultural group during their
adolescence. Participants who had a more stable upbringing (2, 7, 8) reported engaging in
direct verbal conflict, particularly with their fathers, around the norms and values with
which they had been raised. Participant 2 said “I went through a phase where I hated my
family. I made life pretty miserable for most of them,” and described years of shouting
matches and power struggles over his church attendance, radical politics, and disrespectful
behavior toward his mother. Participants who experienced abuse and parental
abandonment (1, 3) reported involvement in gangs or countercultural groups, which
promoted violent and delinquent behavior. Participant 3, who reported engaging in acts of
petty vandalism such as kicking car mirrors, said of that time, “I was just so angry.” The
remaining four participants, all women, described a trajectory that included less overt
conflict and more internalizing problems. Having been parentified and taken on more
independence and/or responsibility for the family dynamic than they could manage, they
experienced depression, anxiety, loneliness and alienation from their peer group. For
example, Participant 4 described a period of depression during her adolescence: “my
grades deteriorated, and my self esteem deteriorated, and my sleeping habits were
atrocious, and I was putting off school work, and I was not feeling good about myself… I
was in a place where I was kind of falling apart and the adults in my life weren't able to
recognize what was going on.” Three of the women had siblings who engaged in more overt
conflict and rebellion, while they took on the compliant and cooperative role (4, 5, 6). These
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gendered adolescent trajectories may reflect a baseline population-level difference in male
vs. female trajectories, or may reflect gendered responses to the problem, common to most
participants, of an overly aggressive or neglectful father.
Period of atheism
Six participants described a period of atheism or agnosticism in late adolescence,
usually in conjunction with radical, skeptical politics including Marxism, anarchism, and
nihilism (1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 8). While some participants described this period as one of despair,
others described it as a time of rebellious excitement and zeal. For participant 8, who
experienced “cultural changes and shocks” after a move from Iran to London, it was a
painful time: “First thing that I noticed I lost at that period was my faith. Faith in future,
faith in what I have done in the past, and also faith in myself in general.” On the other hand,
Participant 2 described a heady experience of questioning authority: “part of that phase
was rebelling in nerdy ways. Like speech and debate, for high school especially, is a very
intellectual thing. You're talking about Kant, and Marx, and all this stuff.” Others described
this period with more ambivalence, as when Participant 5 said, “I always wanted to be
grounded in religion actually, but I rejected it because I didn't have it and because it was
cool and because I was a socialist and an atheist and I was reading all these Communist
things… But ultimately I always felt sad in a way that I didn't have that.”
Crisis
As reported in previous literature on conversion (eg. Ullman 1982, Rambo 2003;
Hood, Hill, & Spilka, 2009; James, 1902; Coe, 1916; Clarke, 1929; Kirkpatrick & Shaver,
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1990), seven participants described a time of emotional crisis in the year preceding the
conversion. This crisis came in many forms, including a miscarriage and divorce (5),
involvement in an abusive relationship (9), a period of intensified violent gang
participation (1), a health crisis (3), a sense of profound alienation upon return from a trip
abroad (2), a disturbing first sexual experience (6), and a period of depression following a
geographic move (8). For women, these experiences often involved the failure of a
romantic relationship (5, 6, 9), while for men, they had to do more with a sense of personal
identity (1, 2, 8). These traumatic or upsetting experiences led to a sense of emotional
turmoil and despair, along with a sense that their lives had taken the wrong turn and
needed a dramatic change. For those who felt in dire straits, the search took on the quality
of looking for a savior or saving grace: Participant 9 said, “I was searching for… a
grounding presence and sense of how can I get through all of this.” Importantly, this was
not universal; two participants described their conversion experience as one of affiliation
and growth, rather than a sense that they were escaping a troubling life situation (4, 7).
Romantic relationship
Five participants were in a romantic relationship with someone from the adoptive
religion before their conversion (2, 3, 4, 6, 7). In four cases, this was the person who
introduced the convert to the adoptive religion (3, 4, 6, 7), while in one case, the participant
had been engaged in the new religious or cultural community before commencing the
romantic relationship (2). In four cases, the romantic relationship was described in the
interview with a palpable sense of loss, while the fifth participant was still in the
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relationship (2, 3, 6, 7). In another case, the conversion had the effect of ending an abusive
relationship with a partner who practiced the childhood religion (9).
It is striking that the majority of participants were engaged in a romantic
relationship with someone from the adoptive religion, given that the study criteria
excluded conversion primarily in the context of a romantic relationship. The prevalence of
romantic love as part of the religious journey makes clear that relational factors were
paramount in religious conversion. Romantic love seems to have intensified the cathexis to
the new religion and to have made it more of a live option for personal identity, as opposed
to an intellectual interest. In cases where the relationship ended prior to the conversion,
the adoption of the religion contained aspects of identification with the lost object as part
of a mourning process.
Geographic move
All nine participants underwent a major geographic move or journey that played a
formative role in the conversion. This move or journey occurred either to pursue higher
education, after which the participant was introduced to the new religious community (1,
4, 8, 9), as part of a religious quest (2, 3, 5), or after the conversion as part of an immersion
in religious community or environment (1, 6, 7).10 Many participants described
undertaking these journeys as part of a quest for transformation. These geographic
journeys allowed the participants to experience new ways of life and social milieus, which

10

Participant 1 traveled to Nepal on a missionary trip. Participant 2 traveled to the Middle East to learn
Arabic and immerse himself in Muslim culture. Participant 3 traveled to Bali as part of a spiritual quest.
Participants 4 and 9 moved from other parts of the country to the Northeast to go to college. Participant 5
traveled around the world to escape her German heritage. Participant 6 traveled to Turkey to meet her
in-laws and get married. Participant 7 traveled to New York and Israel to immerse himself in a Jewish
environment. Participant 8 emigrated from Iran to the UK and the United States.
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either removed them from a destructive environment or allowed them to immerse
themselves in the new religious environment. This finding underscores the importance of
geographic mobility as a factor facilitating religious conversion and supports Barro, Hwang,
and McCleary’s hypothesis that mobility is one factor behind the high level of religious
churn in the United States (2009).
Immersion and Learning
All participants described a period of immersion in the new religious community,
texts, and practices. Participants described being attracted to the new language and culture
of their religion, with all Jewish and Muslim participants specifically mentioning Hebrew or
Arabic as part of their attraction to the adoptive religion. The experience of learning could
be both exhilarating and “overwhelming” (7, 9). Participants often reported a sense of
being ignorant and “lost” (7) or realizing “I’m not going to master all of the things I need to
know” (2). These experiences of learning represent an active effort on the part of the
believer to master a new body of knowledge.
Dramatic conversion experience
Seven participants reported an intense experience that was a turning point in their
desire to convert, often during prayer, ritual, or text study (1, 2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 9). But in only one
case did the conversion narrative follow the classic paradigm of sudden transformation.
For the other participants, the moment was a symbolic “impression point,” based on an
interpretation of a particular text or theological concept (6, 9). For others, it was a moment
of catharsis that more closely resembled regression in the service of the ego. In all cases, it
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was described as a moment that cemented the intuition that “this is what I want for the rest
of my life.” Three participants described the experience as akin to falling in love and
analogized the formal conversion to marriage (2, 3, 7).
Often, the first experience of prayer in the new religion was highly emotionally
impactful. For example, Participant 3 said, “I went to my first Kabbalat Shabbat [Friday
evening service]. And that was it… hearing the Hebrew just resonated. It was the vibration,
it was the sound element, just resonated deep into my soul. And, literally, I just sat there
with tears in my eyes that night.” Participant 8 shared, “I remember the first day that I went
to church, when I was listening to those worship songs, the whole background, my entire
past was going through my eyes like a slideshow. I got emotional, and it's still happening
today. It's been five years. It's still happening today, every Sunday.... after that I had all of
my fence down. I was praying, I was talking to this so-called God. And I was not as stressed,
because there was some sense of relief.” Participant 4 described her experience as follows
as follows:
I went to shul for the first time ever at [synagogue]. People were dancing, and it was
very, very joyful, and also I was really into the Hebrew that was being used for
services, and then we didn't know that there was going to be a baby-naming
ceremony for a little baby girl during this service… I remember the rabbi blessing
the baby, and blessing the mother, and talking a little bit about the story, but not
very much, and then calling everyone in the baby's life to come forward, and over
100 people came to the front of the room, and were singing and dancing around her,
and the little baby fell asleep, and I was very moved by how many people showed up
for her... I just remember watching that and thinking to myself, ‘I want one day to
bring my children up, and for them to be loved, and supported, and for 100 people
or so to come to say blessings over the baby, and for people to sing and dance, and
be joyful, and for that baby to have that in their life.’
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Participant 9’s decision to convert was solidified after she finished reading the entire
Qur’an, which she experienced as uniquely beautiful and compelling. See Case Studies 1
and 2 for additional descriptions of dramatic conversion experiences.
Disengagement
Five participants reported a period after the conversion in which they temporarily
became disengaged from religion (1, 2, 3, 5, 7). Jewish participants tended to describe this
lapse in observance as inspiring guilt, remorse, and feelings of illegitimacy in their Jewish
identity. Participant 5 said, “if you are born Jew you can be as secular as you want to but
you're always Jewish, but as a convert, you're not. There is no such thing as a convert ‘off
the derekh’ [lapsed in observance].” Participant 1 described a period of disengagement in
terms of a relational distance from God. After a failure to start a new church, he said, “I’ve
never felt like this. I can’t hear God. I can’t feel Him. And for me, everything that I am comes
from a gratefulness to the gifts of God and the help of God. If I don’t have God, to me, it’s like
the center doesn’t hold.” Thus these periods of disengagement were highly distressing and
unsettling for new converts. They felt as if they were losing a part of their identity or a
loved one.
Theme 2 conclusion
The conversion narrative found in the study supports the thrust of previous
empirical work suggesting that conversion is an attempt to solve an existential-psychological
problem as a result of a breakdown between the individual and their environment. While
some converts reported a greater sense of psychological-relational distress and some a
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greater level of ethical-existential questioning, all conversion narratives contained both
elements. Many participants reported a sense of crisis immediately preceding the
conversion, while others described a more general sense of relational difficulty, alienation
from the childhood religious community, or struggle to separate and individuate during
adolescence. Many participants described a childhood attraction to the spiritual, suggesting
an aspect of temperament or early experience that predisposed them to address
psychological problems by means of religion/spirituality.
All conversion narratives combined elements of passive receptivity and active
search. Most participants experienced a passive, emotional moment of prayer or encounter
that transformed their sense of life’s possibilities and of their own desires. Many
conversions involved a love object who libidinized the experience of the new religion and
motivated a change in identity. Yet all participants followed on this passive experience with
an active quest to learn a new religious culture, including geographic journeys designed to
immerse them in a new religious environment. While many narratives included conscious
and rational reasons for rejecting the childhood religion, most also contained some element
of intuition or sense of ineffable “fit” that went beyond their ability to explain, pointing to
significant unconscious and/or preverbal determinants of conversion.
Thus the findings most closely support Lofland and Stark’s model, which states that
converts experience tensions in their life, have a temperament disposed toward solving
problems by means of religion, and become religious seekers (1965). The findings support
and slightly modify Rambo’s 7-stage model, which describes the roles of context, crisis,
quest (the act of seeking a new way of life), the encounter with the adoptive religion,
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interaction (including learning and immersion), commitment (formalized conversion), and
consequences, including possible disillusionment and deconversion. The study found less
of a role for a religious “advocate” (proselytizer) per se, than for a more general role of
significant others in personalizing the religion. The study also adds specific elements such
as a religious interest in childhood and specific positive associations with the adoptive
religion in childhood. The study adds the process of alienation from the religion of origin as
a result of how it was practiced in the family and community.

Theme 3: Religious experience
The realm of religious experience features prominently in conversion narratives.
Participants described events and experiences as motivating, accompanying, and following
their conversion process. These are divided into three areas: experience of the natural
world, experience of the moral world, and experience of the inner world. The adoptive
religion either provided for a shift in the way these areas were experienced, or created a
framework for intuitions and experiences that predated the conversion.
The natural world: Experiences of unity and wonder
For several participants, experiences of the natural world were deeply connected to
their religious experience before and after the conversion (2, 3, 7, 9). Experiences of the
natural world included time spent in nature, the study of science and mathematics, the
categories of space, time, and history, and contemplation about the cosmos as a whole.
These encounters motivated an intuitive sense that the world is beautiful, orderly, and
interconnected, and engendered attitudes of awe, wonder, and gratitude. Often, theological
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and ontological concepts from the adoptive religion seemed to capture their intuitions
about the meaningful nature of the universe, constituting an “impression point” that
motivated commitment to the religion.
Participant 2 described an experiential sense of closeness to God when in nature:
“God speaks loudest to me… in nature, first and foremost, like the beauty of the world
around me.” For Participant 7, this experience of beauty expanded into an intellectual
appreciation of science, mathematics, nature, and the cosmos (see Case Study 2). For other
participants, the contemplation of the physical universe was cause for a sense of personal
gratitude. Gratitude for mercy and grace bestowed by God for one’s very existence—the
sense that “everything I have comes from God”—were expressed by six participants (1, 2, 3,
6, 7, 9). Participant 2 framed his relationship to the natural world in terms of gratitude for
his existence in time:
“I always felt like waking up every day was a miracle. It’s like you fall asleep, it’s like
the little deaths and you wake up in the world as new and you’ve got this whole
universe in front of you again to do anything with…. So Islam, like the five prayers
throughout the day and even our concept of time, the notion is that time is
something that God gives to you and the reason that the five prayers are dispersed
at regular times throughout the day is that you’re meant to be conscious of God in
time… So that jived really strongly with me and how I think I’ve always felt about
living.”
The Islamic practice of prayer encapsulated his intuition that one is meant to be always
conscious of God.
Participant 3 described an encounter in nature that engendered a shift in how she
viewed herself in relationship to the world: “I can remember a moment sitting on a hill in
Bali, under a palm tree looking at just the glorious landscape and finding grace, reading a
chapter about the concept of grace and what it takes and just crying my eyes out and really
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feeling like I had finally found that.” This initial moment of connection and peace was
followed by study of Kabbalistic mystical theology: “I think we are all part of God. In the
creation we broke off as this separate last piece and this missing piece… it's his, their
creation of the physical universe, of earth, of all the stars, the planets, the galaxies, and all
this physical space.” In this view, God, people, and the physical universe are all made of
fundamentally the same substance, leading to an apprehension of unity and
interconnectedness of all things.
These accounts accord with what Erich Fromm describes as one aspect of religious
experience, “wondering, marveling, becoming aware of life and of one’s own existence, and
of the puzzling problem of one’s relatedness to the world” (1950, p. 94). Participants’
experiences of being in and learning about the universe made them feel there must be a
deeper purpose and connection than meets the eye. The theology and ontology of the
religion affirmed participants’ intuitive sense of awe and wonder at the nature of the
universe, as well as providing a set of theological concepts and ritual practices that
encapsulated these intuitions in a symbolic system.
The moral world: Superego relief
A shift in the relationship to the moral world was described by six participants as a
significant, positive change following the conversion (1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 9). For some participants,
there was a shift to a theology that was reparative, as it reframed their conception of
humans from beings stained by sin and guilt to beloved creations inherently striving
toward the good. Others found solace in their religions’ frameworks for overcoming sin
through rituals of cleansing and expiation. The guidance offered by religious law was
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helpful to some participants in affirming their moral values and prescribing the structure
and rules that undergirded a moral life. These changes allowed participants to feel better
able to meet their own moral standards and to feel like a good person in the eyes of
themselves, their communities, and God.
Relief from original sin
For participants from Roman Catholic backgrounds, there was a sense of relief in
discarding the doctrine of original sin and embracing a more benevolent theology. Goldman
locates the identification of some people with the doctrine of original sin in a “deep core of
sense of essential inner badness or defectiveness, which often borders on a feeling of being
personally evil” (1988, p. 420). The origins of this feeling are in parental projection of evil
into the child during the paranoid-schizoid phase. Thus for some participants, this theology
tapped into an inner sense of total badness that was experienced as intolerable. Participant
3 said the idea of original sin made her feel “like my soul is dirty, like I’m tainted… you're
born a sinner and that you’re sinning and you need to repent for your sins. For me it was
like, made me feel horrible.” It evoked her dyadic experience of herself as inherently bad,
the other as belittling, and a relational field characterized by mutual attack. She described
her sense of relief upon encountering a more benign theology in Judaism, which introduced
this concept of being able to have trust in God and have faith that if you are able to
channel this positive energy that it's going to create maybe an auric field around you
and make other people feel good. And that's what makes you feel good inherently…
all these years I’ve been told I was this horrible person and shown to be, and I
realized that through God’s grace that I actually am not, and I’m not born a sinner
and I’m not this terrible being.

153

Participant 9 also felt that as a Catholic, “you constantly feel you’re a sinner, and
you’re messed up, and you’re marked.” She described the Islamic view of people as
“inherently striving toward good” as “liberating.” In particular, she said,
Learning about the ways in which the story of Adam is reframed in Islam was very
cathartic experience for me…. God knew Adam was going to do this, God was kind of
like a disgruntled, disappointed dad, and was like, ‘Yeah. You’ve got to go to this. I’m
upset at you, but it’s going to be okay.’... not having to trace your chain back to the
most despicable, intense, wrongdoing someone could ever do, which is, in all reality,
something very human that we all do all the time... to feel like God knew that was
going to happen, and still views you as the most perfect creation is very nice.
For this participant, the idea of viewing people as fundamentally good despite their
sinfulness had a particular significance in terms of her sister’s struggle with violent
behavior and drug addiction. Her mother’s forgiving and open-hearted acceptance of her
sister, and her conviction that “it’s going to be ok” despite the sister’s mistreatment of the
participant, formed a central part of the family’s faith. Thus her objection to the doctrine
had more to do with a familial repression of rage against her sister.
Repentance and renewal
Another way in which religion made feelings of guilt tolerable was in its provision of
mechanisms for repentance and renewal. Participant 7 found this in Jewish liturgical text:
The idea “that every day the world is created anew11 is… a challenge, right? That today is
an opportunity to correct the sins of yesterday. It's like a mini High Holidays everyday.” The
idea of daily renewal made him feel that small indiscretions need not add up, but that
change was always possible. For Participant 6, the idea in Islam that a convert is “like a
newborn baby” whose sins are wiped clean helped her overcome her sense of being stained

11

A reference to the morning liturgy
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by the sin of premarital sex. For these participants, the religious framework of renewal
gave them a mechanism to relieve guilt and shame.
Relief from responsibility
All three converts to Islam spoke about a sense that crushing moral responsibility
that had previously consumed them was lifted from their shoulders. Based on the Islamic
teaching of reliance on God, they adopted an attitude that their responsibility was
adequately discharged in following the guidance of Islam, and that the rest was up to God.
For Participant 9, who made the decision to convert as her boyfriend was struggling with
suicidal thoughts, the idea that she was released from moral responsibility was an
important act of differentiation. She said, “I think what’s changed is there’s a sense of
letting go, just not even of negative things that have happened to me, but a sense of it’s
going to be okay, it’s not all up to me. That sense of responsibility that I felt in my
relationship, of like ‘This is all on my shoulders, this is my fault, this is me.’ A lot of that has
gone away because of my conversion.” For Participant 2, the way Islam integrated a
“spiritual and personal framework” with “systemic social justice” allowed him to
contextualize and direct a crushing sense of moral responsibility. After his return from the
West Bank, he was keenly aware of social injustice and American privilege:
I remember going to a mall in LA and just being really overcome with guilt and
disgust at how privileged and pointlessly conspicuous the mall was…. Like why are
we doing this when I have friends who live in refugee camps?... I was also angry at
people for not feeling this guilt that I felt. I was like, how can you just go about your
lives so oblivious to all the ways that we’re complicit in [the situation in the Middle
East]... [Islam gave me] a framework that helps combine these things and make
sense at a universal scale. Like a way to make sense of this feeling of responsibility
and like how that translates into worldview and action.
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For Participant 6, the idea of letting God be in control was central to the feeling of wellbeing
she attained after her conversion: “Whenever I feel… like I need to control something, or fix
it, or feel like it's on me, or I need to get involved, I need to fix this, just remembering that
it's in God's hands [and] that's better than my hands. So I'll just leave it to God.” Shifting the
responsibility to God lifted a weight off of her shoulders.
Religious law
In addition to the sense of letting go of responsibility, participants felt that the
specific guidance offered by religious law helped them regulate their behavior in order to
live a good life. Participant 9 said, “I liked even the idea that there's so much law, and
jurisprudence, and it's so much of a direct guidance for people.” For Participant 6, specific
behavioral proscriptions provided tangible support for her goal of chastity, which she had
not been able to follow when she was a Catholic and which her mother had ridiculed:
[In] Islam it's more defined [than in Catholicism] and the rules make more sense,
and the rules seem more protected and preliminary. That in Islam it incorporates
more of clothing, visual aspects of it rather than just the kinetic aspects of it… I
mean the ultimate thing we're trying to avoid is sex before marriage... So to avoid
sex you want to cut off all these other things that lead to it, like stepping stones that
bring you to it. So physical touching, the romantic touching like kissing and hugging
that's a no. To prevent the kissing and touching, what's the one step before that? It's
holding hands and just regular touching so that's going to be a no too. Islam just
draws the line so far back so you don't even approach it.
In this way, Islam provided specific behavioral instructions intended to guard from sin,
which made her feel more hopeful that she could live up to the imperative of chastity.
Furthermore, the fact that Islam provided this framework alleviating the idiosyncratic
nature of the imperative she felt, and inscribed it in the care of a loving God who strove to
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protect her from harm. In keeping with this theme, Participant 3 similarly described the
function of Judaism in providing a sense of discipline and regularity in her daily life:
I like the ideas of rules and structure because I grew up in a house that had none.
And there was just no actual real… if there was punishment, it never made sense. It
wasn’t coming from actual real rules or structure or law or order. It was mayhem
and every man for themselves. So as I got older and I started practicing yoga, I found
it really hard to keep a dedicated practice and I realized that it's really hard to stay
physically well or to keep a good diet and that when maybe there are greater rules
that you adhere to, it helps you maintain those healthy living standards. So for me,
it's a way to kind of keep myself in check.
In contrasting “rules and structure” with “punishment,” Participant 3 refers to the area of
self-regulation functions, which in her childhood became tinged with the harshness of
superego imperatives. The discipline of religious practice allowed her to disentangle
healthy self-regulation from the specter of punishment and castigation, to gain autonomy
over what makes her feel healthy and good. Her example illustrates the way in which
religious discipline can support ego functioning for those who have not internalized
healthy self-regulation in childhood.
In sum, conversion changed participants’ feelings about their moral worth and
actions by helping them feel that a benevolent God saw them as worthy, gave them specific
guidance to help them live up to moral imperatives, gave them a mechanism to expiate sin
when they failed, and relieved them from the burden of excessive moral responsibility by
taking it on Godself. Like a good parent, God was perceived to communicate love, caring,
and protection by providing clear, attainable rules. The harsh, denigrating, and inconsistent
imperatives internalized in childhood, which had undermined a sense of self-worth and
hope, were moderated. In this way, their use of religion stood in for what Freud calls “a
loving and beloved aspect of the superego,” elaborated by Schafer as “the loved and
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admired oedipal and preoedipal parents who provide love, protection, comfort, and
guidance, who embody and transmit certain ideals and moral structures more or less
representative of their society, and who, even in their punishing activities, provide needed
expressions of parental care, contact, and love” (1960, p. 163). For converts like Participant
6 and Participant 2, the relationship with God and the laws of Islam provided what Schafer
describes as “pride and security in relation to society and destiny as well as one's own
conscience and ideals” (ibid). For them, moral ideals became a source of comfort and
self-worth rather than a source of persecution and pain.
The inner world: Changes in emotions and emotion regulation
All nine participants described changes in their experience of their inner world,
including emotions, thoughts, and bodily sensations, as a result of the conversion. Eight
participants described an overall improvement in their subjective sense of wellbeing.
Participants also described an increased sense of range, control and flexibility in their
regulation of emotions and their attentional capacities, primarily through the use of prayer.
Prayer provided both for powerful moments of transformation, as well as for quotidien
function in regulating their overall state. Participants described prayer as bringing about a
more focused and reflective state of mind, up- or down-regulation of emotions depending
on the need, and a shift in their experience of their bodies. For two participants, the process
of creating art using the symbols and concepts of the religion accomplished emotional
work. Overall, participants described a greater feeling of emotional range, regulation, and
wellbeing.
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Emotional relief
Eight out of nine participants described some level of improvement in their
emotional wellbeing as a result of the conversion (all except 5). In particular, past
experiences of pervasive anger were reported by all nine participants, and the
aforementioned eight reported that the conversion had contributed to ameliorating the
extent, range, or sense of control they had over this anger. Participant 2 described the
following change: “I was angry a lot, but much less so now. And possibly less depressive
too. I guess more stable… I [still] get really angry at social injustice, but it’s this different,
long, slow, smoldering anger that you feel like you can do something about. As opposed to
these really hard peaks of anger and despair where you don’t know what to do about it.”
When asked how his personality and moods had changed since his conversion, Participant
8 said the following: “I was dealing with a lot of anger issues, a lot of insecurities also. I
don't remember what's the last time that I get angry… I would say that's what I was saying
about peace earlier, because I feel like I have a lot more control over anger that I have.” Five
participants described particularly dramatic improvements in their general emotional
states as a result of the conversion (1, 2, 3, 6, 8). They described their pasts as
characterized by depression, loneliness, shame, and resentment, and said that the
conversion had brought about joy, peace, and satisfaction. These reports are reminiscent of
the first psychological studies of conversion, which found that conversion stemmed from
emotional crisis and resulted in relief (James, 1902; Starbuck, 1899).
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Prayer
Participants’ experience of the full range of emotions was deeply tied to prayer.
Prayer was described as both up-regulating and down-regulating emotions: it provided a
containing space for heightening feelings such as awe, gratitude, joy, and sometimes
sadness, and served as a mechanism for down-regulating feelings of despair, loneliness,
and anger. Six participants used variations of the word “open/opening” and/or
“vulnerable” to describe their state during prayer (1, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9). For example, after
Participant 9’s grandmother died, she experienced a moment of prayer in which “I just felt
particularly vulnerable, or open. I was praying, and I was just able to grieve. It was nice... It
was just a moment of release.” Participants noted that the experience of being held or
contained by the community, the ritual, or the structure of the prayer service, allowed them
to open themselves up to experiencing more vulnerable emotions (4, 7). All participants
described this as a positive experience, and no participant described a sense of being
overwhelmed by the emotions evoked, suggesting that these experiences were adequately
contained. Because these vital experiences constituted only a temporary relaxation of ego
boundaries, they can be said to be regression in the service of the ego.
The cognitive element of prayer was emphasized by some participants, who said
that prayer put them in a more focused, reflective state of mind that cultivated spiritual
perspectives. For example, Participant 7 described the textual content of the prayers and
the dramatic arc of the prayer service as facilitating an orientation of gratitude. Participant
8 spoke about the daily effort of morning prayer as clearing his mind to focus on work: “I
spend 7, 10 minutes every morning… I play mellow music and think and pray about my
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family, people that I care about, and then for myself. It’s been working.. It helps me focus, to
relax, and to have this sense of peace and relief also.” Participant 4 described the
mantra-like structure of prayer as facilitating focus: “[When I’m praying] I feel lighter and I
feel focused.... I think that is also because it's repetitive and familiar. It gives me the space
to both tune into what I'm doing and also to think about what I'm really praying for.“
For three participants, the involvement of the physical setting and movement of the
body in prayer created particular somatic experiences of soothing and containment.
Participant 6 described the recitation of mantra as a bodily practice: “something feels nice
about the mouth. It almost becomes automatic and even when the 15 minutes are up I feel
like my mouth wants to keep going. Yeah it just feels like a good rhythm that you and God
are just in sync.” She also described herself as picturing “angels hugging me” when she was
upset. Her prayer experience has a tactile quality of holding and oral gratification, as if she
is engaged in an attuned feeding relationship. Participant 4 described the experience of
physically covering her face with her prayer shawl as important to creating a container for
experiencing vulnerable feelings: “I put my tallit [prayer shawl] over my face to cover my
face… and there's the physicality in bringing like a closeness around... it feels a little
overwhelming. It feels very intimate. It feels very vulnerable. It feels a bit like
surrendering.” This same participant described feeling “emotionally and physically” lighter
in prayer: “I feel lethargic very often. I have not the best energy levels for a number of
reasons. I have some chronic pain, and I have, like I don't sleep so well. Praying is the time
where I actually don't feel like I'm sinking into the ground a little bit.” This very concrete
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somatic experience of feeling lighter and off the ground are reminiscent of the experience
of being carried.
Participant 1 described the function of the physical movements of prayer in altering
his state of mind and regulating his emotions. In speaking about the stress of his life stage,
which included starting a family and being responsible for a household, he said the
following:
When I feel like I'm going to have a breakdown... I go to the basement, and I
just say simply, ‘Here I am.’ I say that maybe five to six times, just to center
myself. Let it be quiet. And I let, I just let God speak to me. And what I keep
hearing is… not to be anxious, to give it to him. To let go of that grasp… And
whenever I hear that, I just do it immediately. I let it go, and I do this. I open
my hands. It's funny, but it's something I learned from a mentor. I just open
my hands, and I put everything in there, on my hands. And I say, ‘Lord, this is
yours. You take care of it. I can't make this right for the life of me… all I can
do is just trust you," and I just sit there for a little bit longer. I go upstairs and
I feel much better because I know I have somebody who is helping me… And
that's how I cope. I just talk to him… when I'm lonely, I talk to him. Angry, I
talk to him. Sad, I talk to him.
The change in physical setting and the bodily movements create a containing and
connecting experience with a benign, soothing internal object. Empirical work has
supported this notion of prayer facilitating emotion regulation through specific bodily
postures and movements that evoke the presence of an other (Ladd & McIntosh, 2008).
Art
Two participants described the process of creating religiously-inspired art as
facilitating emotional change (for one example, see Case Study 4). Participant 3 described
art as an “alchemy” for her rage and a motivation for living. In college, she poured her rage
into the pounding of steel beams to make an art installation that resembled beehive
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collapse, a piece that described the state of her inner world. Her active use of art to
transform her rage constituted an act of mentalized affectivity, through which she inscribed
her rage in her personal history and, in doing so, began to overcome it (Jurist, 2006). As she
moved through the conversion process and her pervasive anger subsided, she began to
create art that reflected her Kabbalistic view of the universe and incorporated images that
were personally meaningful to her. The piece she created during the time of her conversion
still hangs in the temple she attended. For her, art provided more of a sublimating function,
while prayer provided a soothing one.
In these ways, the experience of the inner world shifted in as a result of the
conversion. Participants described an overall improvement in wellbeing as well as greater
emotional range and depth. For many, prayer was the mechanism that provided for
changes in self-state on cognitive, emotional, and somatic levels. In particularly important
moments, it was experienced as a catalyst for transformation, while in more quotidien
moments, it provided for a heightening of desired emotions, a dampening of negative or
overwhelming emotions, and a shifting of attention. The change in physical setting (the
sanctuary or the basement) as well as physical movements such wrapping oneself in a
garment provided for a feeling of containment, evoking a womb-like image. The somatic
experiences described by participants - feeling lighter, grounded, held, and fed - are
reminiscent of the bodily experiences of early infancy, holding and nursing. The repetitive
and familiar aspect of the liturgy evoke a sense of the repetitive ministrations of maternal
care. Participants’ descriptions thus point to the function of prayer in evoking the preverbal
bodily experience of a transformation in state as a result of maternal care (Bollas, 1979).
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Prayer allowed them to access the soothing and tension-reducing functions of a transitional
object (Tolpin, 1979).
Theme 3 conclusion
Thus, religious experience in the natural, moral, and inner worlds relied on the use
of religious symbols, concepts, texts, rules, prayers, and rituals to transform the
participant’s subjective experience in transitional space. The relationship to the natural
world is a more abstract extension of the sense of wholeness, unity, and gratitude that
attend infantile experiences of primary narcissism. Religious theology and practice that
captured this experience constituted a symbolic “impression point” for several participants.
In the moral world, the experience of “relief” appeared over and over again, suggesting
participants were using religious tools to support struggling psychic functions. Religious
rules directly served as an ego or superego prosthesis, bolstering self-control from the
outside in. While earlier, harsher aspects of the superego may not have disappeared, they
were modulated and mollified by drawing on theological concepts of God as a loving father.
Participants’ experience of their inner world was regulated, vitalized, and transformed
through prayer and art. Prayer most closely resembles the transitional function of
substituting for maternal care, by providing experiences that mimic and evoke maternal
ministrations in early life.

Theme 4: Relationship to self and others
Participants described changes in their relationship to the self and others that were
facilitated by the conversion. For some, there were thoroughgoing changes in the
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perception of self, others, and the relational field between them. Perceptions of the self as
worthless and alienated were transformed into descriptions of a connected and whole self.
For others, the desire to hold onto valued aspects of identity that predated the conversion
led to a more subtle sense of change, an integration of past aspects of identity into religious
practice, and a reconciliation with the family of origin. Narratives of change were highly
affected by the religion’s conversion narrative, and genuine changes in object relatedness
were rare.
Narratives of continuity and discontinuity in the self
There was a striking diversity in the extent to which participants described a change
in the self as a result of the conversion. Several participants described a thoroughgoing
transformation in their personalities, characteristic emotions, behaviors, and sense of self.
Others described themselves as having remained the same at their core, but as having
access to new “tools” or “resources.” This difference tended to fall along religious lines:
both Christians described a transformation that resembled a Pauline conversion narrative,
while Jews and Muslims tended to emphasize changes in communal affiliation and in
engagement in religious practices. This highlights the active construction of narrative
pointed to by Meissner. To the extent that participants identified strongly with aspects of
their past, and particularly with attachment relationships, they tended to narrate their
trajectories as more continuous—to integrate important aspects of the past into their
religious identities.
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Transformation of the self-concept
Participants 1, 3, and 8 described a total transformation of the self as a result of the
conversion. They emphasized changes in their patterns of thinking, feeling, relating, and
behaving, as well as improvements in their self-concept and ability to relate to others. They
recalled having had a pervasive sense of themselves as bad in childhood, and even now
they characterized their past behavior as shameful and violent. Participant 1 said, “I was
always afraid that there’s something wrong with me… I was a violent, and like, you know,
messed up person... I feel ashamed when I think about those days.” These participants
noted decreased anger and aggression, a greater capacity for forgiveness and reconciliation
with others, and increased feelings of love and connection with God and people. Two told
stories about significant others (in Participant 1’s case, a friend, and in Participant 8’s case,
his mother) who commented on the thoroughgoing change in personality they noticed after
the conversion. In keeping with her disavowal of her past, Participant 3 disparaged
Christianity, calling it “this bastardized version of this beautiful religion [Judaism].” These
participants chose to distance themselves maximally from their past, describing their
conversion as a process of transformation or a more dramatic sense of cut-off.
The self in connection with the environment
Most Muslim and Jewish participants, though, saw themselves as fundamentally the
same person as before, having experienced more subtle changes in perspective on
themselves or their access to tools and resources (4, 6 7, 9). When asked how they had
changed as a result of the conversion, they emphasized an inner continuity of self that was
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enriched by exposure to a different environment. Participant 6 said, “I don't think a lot of
me has changed. I'm still very type A. I think I was kind and good before, and I think I'm still
that way. I just think I'm more knowledgeable now.” Thus learning about the framework of
Islam had enriched her ability to serve God, but her character remained fundamentally the
same. Participant 4 said, “I think the biggest change for me in my conversion has been more
of a realization and an affirmation of who I am. I don't think that my personality has
changed completely, or that my habits have changed completely, or that all my
relationships have changed completely. I just think it's been a door for me to walk through
and become more of who I am, and become more whole." Religious experiences of
affirmation gave her a different way to relate to who she was, rather than changing it.
Participant 7 emphasized continuity in his conversion experience (see Case Study 2).
Participant 5 spoke about a change in her social location and identification by others. She
said she was “more aware of my appearance in public,” because, to the extent she was
“publicly identifiable as a Jew,” her behavior would reflect on the Jewish people as a whole.
These participants identified changes in capacities, actions, and perspectives, but
emphasized the continuity of the core self.
Integration of the past and present selves
For the participants who had positive childhood experiences of their families,
communities, or ideals, these threads continued to be part of their lives and were
integrated into their religious identities. Often, the adoptive religion seemed to embody
particular values of their parents or communities better than their childhood religion did,
so that the adoptive religion was experienced as a fuller realization of what was valuable

167

about their childhoods. Participant 2 described his conversion, following on 10 years of
agnosticism, as “coming home in a roundabout way” because it reflected an embrace of
deism and a religious life reflective of his Catholic upbringing. He initially became
interested in Islam because it was a “foreign, different thing that has nothing to do with
Catholicism.” However, he located the basis of his faith in God in his representation of his
mother in early childhood: “God was part of that early part of childhood, where I was close
with my mom, and God was part of being safe, and everything making sense.” When asked
about an Islamic text that was meaningful to him he said the following:
There’s this prophetic saying that, there’s a lot of sayings about mothers and how
you’re supposed to be good to them. Like ‘happiness is at the feet of mothers.’ And
there’s a saying that ‘someone came to the prophet, peace be upon him, and said,
'Whose good company should I prefer?' And the prophet said, 'Your mother.' And
then the man said, 'And after that?' And he said, 'Your mother.' And he said, 'After
that?' And he said, 'Your mother.’ And then, I forget who the fourth person is.
Someone who's not the mother is the fourth person. So I moved back home shortly
after converting, and I remember thinking, ‘Ah, I must be good to my mom; it's a
religious obligation to be really good to your mom.’ And that period of time really
helped patch things up.
For this participant, who had experienced an intensely close relationship with his mother
followed by rebellion and rupture, the Islamic endorsement of a close relationship with
one’s mother was welcomed. While his conversion was initially motivated by a rejection of
his mother’s influence, he was now motivated to reconcile, and Islamic texts provided a
bridge. This participant also described specific concepts in Islam that connected him with
his mother. He said, ‘I remember going on walks with her around the block, and she would
show me cool little things about the world. We lived near an orange grove. We'd pick
oranges. She'd kind of like teach me interesting things about plants... those are times of
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really intense closeness.” He described Islamic principles of environmentalism and
gratitude for the natural world as central to his religious life.
Several participants explicitly described an integration of their past group
affiliations with their current religious identity. For Participant 4, "something that pulled
me to Judaism was the similarities between my Arab-ness and then what I was seeing in my
friends who are Jewish… I really love the ritual and text and tradition. And growing up I
didn't feel like I got enough of it and I think Judaism felt to me, a way to have both, a way to
go deeper into practice. And also, not giving up who I am as an Arab." Similarly, Participant
7 described bringing “Midwestern” values of orderliness, dedication, and service to the
community into his observance of Judaism. For these participants, the value of the adoptive
religion was measured according to the extent that it connected them with pre-existing
identities and affiliations. Elements that conformed with past aspects of identity were
accepted and elaborated, while ones that did not were de-emphasized.
Section Conclusion
Thus, while all participants described changes in the self as a result of the
conversion, the relative emphasis on continuity vs. discontinuity varied widely, depending
on religious affiliation as well as the level of continuing identifications with childhood
values, communities, and significant others. While some participants disavowed their pasts,
others strove to integrate past values and identifications with their religious identity and
practice. Some participants emphasized the active process of sifting through religious
material and selecting elements that enhanced favored aspects of identity, while eschewing
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those that did not. In this way, religion was felt to strengthen wanted aspects of identity
and to help discard unwanted ones.
Improved connection to others
For seven participants, conversion brought about a sense of improved connection
with others, as well as a better sense of the self in relationship with others. Relationships
with others included the adoptive religious community, significant others such as a spouse
who was born into the adoptive religion, a mentor, and peers. Six participants reported that
although their family of origin initially had trouble accepting the conversion, the
conversion ultimately improved their relationships with their families.
Community
For five participants, the warm embrace of a new community was highly significant
in the conversion experience (2, 3, 4, 7, 8). Participants emphasized feelings of acceptance
and belonging in the religious community, as well as the provision of material and
emotional support. The ability to contribute meaningfully to the community improved
participants’ self-esteem and sense of the self in relationship with others.
The conversion of Participant 8 was almost exclusively driven by his experience of a
community that welcomed him with enveloping kindness, conforming to Lofland &
Skonovd’s affectional conversion motif (1981). Shortly after emigrating from the UK to the
United States, he found himself lonely and adrift. He responded to an online advertisement
for bibles at an Iranian church:
Once I walked in there I have all of this fear that, okay, they might hate me. I may not
be accepted. I'm an outsider, because I have been an outsider pretty much all of my
life. But what really amazed me was that everyone knew me, before even I walk in...
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He told them, if there's someone came with this name, take care of him. I didn't
know... So I see people coming to me and shaking my hand and giving me hugs, and I
was like, ‘Did they get the wrong person?’
In short order, he was introduced to a congregant who offered to help him transfer money
from Iran, which was sorely needed because sanctions on Iran had disrupted access to his
bank account there. He was later offered a job as a teaching assistant, which provided him
with income and a professional direction. Other participants described relying on the
community in times of trouble. For example, when Participant 4’s uncle was taken into ICE
custody, she said, “I reached out to [the community] and they took really good care of me.
They really looked out for me and they offered me material support and they offered me
emotional support,” including fundraising for her uncle’s legal defense. She saw reliance on
the community as a quintessentially “Jewish response” that both increased her sense of
belonging and reinscribed the community’s support in religious values.
The ability to contribute to the community also improved the self-esteem and
self-efficacy of several participants, based on their feeling of generativity in relation to the
community. Participant 3, who was active in her temple community, felt good about herself
for having “created this awesome community. I was lifted up by so many people. I brought
so many glorious things into this temple and a lot of new people too as my own referrals.”
Participant 2, who had felt excluded among peers as a child, found himself to be popular
and sought after by Muslim friends in high school. After traveling to the Middle East, he
found that people often tried to persuade him to convert or suggested a marriage match,
which gave him a sense of belonging and being desired. He lived in a home with other
Muslim men in which he experienced “just an incredible sense of community and
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brotherhood.” Having described himself previously with a sense of rueful self-deprecation,
now he said with pride, “I have a tendency sometimes to bring people together. To organize
things for people to do together. So I think it was really wonderful for me to help facilitate
that in the house.” Participant 8 began to give back to the community by providing graphic
design services, his professional specialty, and he founded a group of twenty and
thirty-somethings that provided mutual support. This became a close circle of diverse
friends, “people around me that I can trust,” and who served as a social safety net, checking
in on each other every few days. He connected the value of community to theology:
Making people happy is a Godly thing to do. Helping others, it’s a Godly thing to do.
One of the great things that I like about church is that it gives this community to
people that they will have a chance to feel that they're loved again… when I became
Christian I had a better heart to help people, and when I help people I got way more
back. When I started the community, and gave to community, community gave back
to me.
Thus, for the participants who found a sense of belonging in the new religious community,
they reaped the pragmatic benefits of both social support in a way that felt integrated with
their religious values. They also gained a new sense of themselves as socially valuable and
effective. For Participant 8 in particular, the sense of love and care embodied in the
community became the central commitment of his religious life. For others, it was
experienced as a meaningful but more ancillary aspect of religious practice.
One-on-one relationships
Four participants described particularly important personal relationships facilitated
by the adoptive religion, which were described in terms that implied narcissistic selfobject
functions of mirroring, affirmation, twinship/alter-ego, and idealization (1, 2, 3, 4). In three

172

cases, the current romantic relationship was experienced as a corrective to childhood or
previous partner abuse (1, 2, 4) Participant 1 described his wife’s mirroring role: “I have a
wife who can reflect back to me things I wouldn’t have seen.” Participant 2 described his
wife, a Pakistani immigrant who was born Muslim and is close to her extended family, as
the answer to his wishes for merger: “I have wanted a deep and fulfilling romantic
relationship as long as I can remember… I’m very grateful and happy to have found my
wife… I just feel like, with another woman I, like my emotional profile would come off as
needy or smothering. Whereas with her I never feel that at all. I feel like this is what she
wants and she's happy when I'm super affectionate and a little needy.” These participants
described their wives as providing the kind of mirroring function that they either did not
receive in childhood or longed for as a continuation of childhood.
Participant 3 described her rabbinic conversion mentor as a “very very bright,
amazing rabbi.” She described a sense of mutual complementarity: “what he's strong in, I'm
weak in, in terms of my level of knowledge and intelligence. But he looks to me as the
opposite, he can't paint a picture to save his life. He doesn't really know much about yoga.
So he would always come to me as like this representative and this, I guess... What am I
trying to say? A master of my own things…. And so we have this really mutual
understanding and respect for each other's talents and gifts....” This idealizing and
mirroring relationship supported her sense of self. Others described mirroring
relationships with peers. Participant 4 said, “I felt like I was looking into a mirror when I
was meeting Jews and becoming friends with Jews and I felt very much affirmed.” These
examples show that when personal relationships within the religion were rewarding, they
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were often described in terms of meeting narcissistic needs. Several used the literal word
“mirror” or “reflection,” while others merely described the functions of meeting the need
for self-knowledge, self-worth, closeness, and complementarity with others.
Relationship to the family of origin
Although conversion is often framed as a rejection of the family of origin, for most
participants the conversion actually improved the relationship to the family (all but 5). For
six participants, the family of origin at first rejected and ultimately came to accept the
conversion (2, 4, 6, 7, 8, 9). The extent of the rupture varied: Participant 7’s father
expressed worry “that I was choosing a path that would lead to frustration or sadness.”
Participant 2’s mother worried that he would no longer be saved if he did not accept Jesus
Christ; she expressed concern that “Islam seems like a really serious religion and she
worried that I would be consumed by it. That it would like, kind of like, just suck me up. I
guess she worried that she would lose her son. That I would become someone else.”
Participant 6’s parents worried she was being “brainwashed” and engaged in angry
confrontation with her. Some participants’ families expressed a more wholesale rejection.
Participant 4’s father told her, “if your children are Jewish, they won’t be my
grandchildren.” Participant 8’s family and friends in Iran stopped speaking to him
altogether for an extended period of time.
These six families eventually came to accept and even embrace the conversion. For
some, this was a result of seeing how their child had changed for the better; Participant 8
said, “My mom used to be expert to make me angry over the phone, which is an expertise of
every mom. But she hasn't succeeded for almost seven years. That's one of the reasons she
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is like, ‘You've changed a lot.’” Participant 4 said her father has “really really come around…
I think they love me more than they have weird feelings about it.” Families communicated
overt acknowledgement of the positive change, as well as acknowledgement of the holidays
and greetings of the adoptive religion. Participant 7 said, “My mother is the one who will
call me up and let me know when the sukkah is up and call me and let me know when the
sukkah has been taken down… I just find that really touching, these sort of small ways in
which my mother will sort of reach out and look to bridge the gap that I’ve created between
myself and them.”
The dramatic turnaround in so many stories indicated that the parents recognized
the rupture that the conversion represented and furthered, and that they were willing to
try to bridge the gap. Indeed, the conversion seemed to offer an opportunity for parents
and adult children to rework their relationship on the basis of the child’s individuation.
While the parent may not have been able to accept the child’s differentiating impulses in
childhood and adolescence, the conversion offered an opportunity for the parent to provide
acceptance in concrete moments of caretaking and acknowledgement, without explicitly
discussing their relational past. Small, tangible gestures of acceptance symbolized a
message they could not express in words.
Difficulties with religious community
While many participants described the religious community as one of the main
benefits of their conversion, all participants also reported experiences of rejection,
disappointment, and conflict with their new religious community. Converts hoped for
affirmation, welcome, and support from their communities and religious leaders, and when
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they did not receive this, it was experienced as intensely painful. Muslim and Jewish
converts described a sense of contested identity and legitimacy as a member of the
adoptive religion. Christians, on the other hand, tended to describe disappointments with
the ethical commitments of their religious community. In many cases, the disappointment
with the religious community recapitulated childhood disappointments in very specific
ways, suggesting that transference was evoked in these relationships.
Converts strove to be recognized for their efforts at mastering the intricacies of a
new religious practice, and several made sarcastic or defensive statements about their level
of knowledge and mastery. Participant 3, in discussing a boyfriend’s family’s rejection of
her conversion, said, “I couldn’t not be Jewish if I tried at this point. I’m more
knowledgeable. He went to yeshiva for 11 years, and I could teach him more about being
Jewish than he could teach me at this point.” Participant 9 reported “having done probably
more research than what most Muslims born into the faith have, for sure.” Converts
described frustration at seeming to need to meet a higher standard of religious observance
to be considered legitimate; as Participant 5 said, “if you are born Jew you can be as secular
as you want to but you're always Jewish, but as a convert you're not. There is no such thing
as a convert ‘off the derekh’ [who has lapsed in observance].”
Two converts reported experiences of being shamed, judged, or corrected regarding
their performance of ritual duties. Participant 2 said,
I was really in this fragile period where it's you know you're like: Oh, I want to be
Muslim, I want to be accepted, and I want to feel truly Muslim. I went out to the
mosque… and the first thing that happened to me, I went in to make ritual ablutions
... like, to wash before prayer, and some kid, he was probably my age, he told me
‘that's not how you do it.’ And I remember, because of the state that I was in, I
argued with him... I just wanted to show him ‘hey I'm Muslim too, I get it.’ But yeah,
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that did not make me feel welcome there. It made me feel immediately like an
outsider who wasn't ... didn't belong there.
In moments like these, he said, “you feel like your identity is being called into question…
you just feel like, attacked. Attacked and unwelcome and out of place.” His language echoes
his devastating childhood experiences in community: “attacked” echoes the violent bullying
he experienced in Catholic school, while “out of place” is the language he used to describe
his experience when he returned to America after his time in the Middle East. Similarly,
Participant 9 said, “There's definitely ‘auntie culture’… women who mean well, and are sort
of trying to guide people, but end up coming off as pretty judgmental. So, ‘Sister, fix your
hijab.’ Or, ‘Are you aware that you're not supposed to be hanging out around men?’” Her
language of “judgment” recalls her experience of having felt judged in her Catholic
community as a teenager. Although she experienced a positive sense of community in her
college and post-college life, she now concludes that “while [community] might help, it also
might distract. In my mind, it's not a necessary part.”
Three of the four Jews described undermining experiences with the rabbi who
sponsored their conversion. Hoping for an affirmation of the amount they had learned and
invested in their Jewish identities, they instead encountered suspicion of their
commitment, a wish to control their belief and practice, and a pro forma conversion
process. Participant 4 recalled a painful experience with a rabbi who at first seemed open
and welcoming, but then became distant and disapproving. She said, “At first I felt that he
really saw me, and I really loved the way he spoke to me.” However, in later meetings,
He was starting to already have something to say before the meeting that he would
just actually say, so it was less collaborative and him listening to me, and it was
more like I think he was trying to plant some seeds of whatever his beliefs were into
me… I wrote this beautiful piece about Jewish memory, and I brought it to him, and I
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was really excited for him to read it, and for us to talk about it... and then he never
read it, and he never talked about it with me, so it just felt very disrespectful, and
then he tried to kind of push an agenda on me.
Participant 7 described his interactions with a rabbi who at first rejected his
conversion, then placed him in a class with other converts who were converting for
marriage and were therefore fast-tracked. He said, “I missed a ton. I mean, I did almost
none of the holidays… and so I kind of got thrown on the conveyor belt a little bit… there
remained this major deficit on a bunch of different fronts.” Participant 5’s description of
her rabbinic conversion committee as “a business” echoed her description of her father as
“a businessman.” Her descriptions of religious leaders as overly fragile and misattuned
echo her descriptions of her parents.
For three participants, the religious community recapitulated the ethical failings of
their home environment (1, 4, 8). Participant 4, who left what she saw as a misogynistic
and hypocritical Catholic church, and also described a fear that her family would “fall
apart,” was frustrated in her efforts to organize her congregation against sexual assault:
“we weren't getting any positive feedback from the synagogue and from leadership. We
were trying to work on some stuff ourselves to be able to do something concrete and then
present it and see if it was going to have a positive effect, and it really fell apart, despite our
really hard efforts.” Participant 8, who left a Muslim community that he saw as right-wing
and hypocritical, described experiences in which his conversion experience was co-opted
by right-wing American Christians intending to demonstrate the superiority of Christianity
over Islam. Pressured to declare his support for right-wing groups, he says, “this is what I
call Christian ISIS... I’ve been always vocal about it…. I don’t really care if it gets me into
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trouble or anything. That’s how I’ve always been.” While his primary experiences of his
religious community were overwhelmingly positive, he retained an abiding sense of being
an outsider who opposes the establishment. Participant 1, whose conversion was largely in
response to a father he described as powerful and violent, reported that his greatest
disappointment in the Evangelical community was the unethical behavior of male pastors.
The experience of community, while often rewarding, was also frustrating at times
for all participants. Converts were vulnerable to their religious communities for
acceptance, investment, and legitimacy, and communities and leaders were sometimes
withholding. In many cases, the disappointment that stung the most was one that
recapitulated disappointing dynamics with parents and religious communities in
childhood. Transference was often the most powerful factor in the relationship to the
religious community.
Theme 4 conclusion
For all participants, the conversion was described as changing the relationship
between the self and others. For some, especially those influenced by the Pauline paradigm,
the self was felt to have been transformed utterly as a result of the conversion experience.
For others, the change was described as occupying the space in between the participant
and the world—the tools, resources, or education that flowed from the religion to the
participant and allowed them, in turn, to contribute to the culture or community. New
relational experiences in community provided for a better sense of self and a more benign
apperception of the social world. Members of the adoptive religion met narcissistic
selfobject needs, leading to feelings of wholeness and calm. There was a continuum in
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terms of the degree of change that participants described, and in its closeness to the core
self, largely related to the conversion narrative of the adoptive religion.
Regardless of the level of change described, the challenges of object relating were
often more than the conversion could resolve. All participants described disappointing
experiences with others that showed that relational paradigms learned in childhood were
still highly salient. Religious communities and leaders tapped into these trigger points and
activated a sense of an embattled self—misunderstood, alienated, neglected—that the
participant was trying to overcome in the religious community. These affirming and
disappointing experiences of community strove for primacy in the participant’s experience,
sometimes causing them to largely give up on the religious community. While other aspects
of religious life, such as prayer, text study, and relationship with God, that were more under
participants’ control and therefore more amenable to transitional space functioning, real
people in the religious community presented the challenge of object relating, leading
participants to engage in repetitive re-enactments of relational problems forged in
childhood. Still, for a few participants, the ability to engage in mutually rewarding intimate
and social relationships was transformed during the conversion process through
interactions with rewarding and accepting others that led to new relational experiences.

Theme 5: Religion-specific findings
While there were themes common to all participants and those idiosyncratic to
individuals, there were also systematic differences depending on the adoptive religion. For
the two Christians, the conversion narrative most closely followed the classic paradigm of
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emotional catharsis and personal transformation. The Jewish participants, on the other
hand, emphasized the ways in which Judaism was a culture, an ethnicity, and a family in
addition to a religion. Muslim participants emphasized political and ethnic conflict, as well
as a particular adoration for the Qur’an and a sense of Islam as a universal religion. Finally,
both Jewish and Muslim participants described their identification with an oppressed
minority group.
Christians and the Pauline paradigm
In accordance with the classic paradigm of sudden, affectively “hot” conversion
experiences, both Christian participants emphasized the affective and intrapsychic aspects
of their conversion experience. For both, the first experience of prayer was highly
emotional, evoking tears and a sense of closeness to God. Continued experiences of
catharsis reinforced their devotion to their faith. Both participants described their
conversion as a thoroughgoing transformation, emphasizing discontinuity and
de-emphasizing continuity with the past. Rambo suggests that, more than just a narrative
for converts, the paradigm of radical discontinuity underlies Christian theology as a whole:
“metaphors of death and rebirth are congruent with Christian imagery of the death and
resurrection of Christ, which may reinforce the convert’s repudiation of the past and
embrace of a new beginning” (2012, p. 887). In contrast to Jewish and Muslim paradigms of
conversion, the Christian paradigm sees the convert as manifesting the ideal type of
religiosity. Contrary to suggestions that Christian conversion is more solitary, Participant 8
described his conversion as primarily communally-oriented.
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Judaism: Ancestry, Ethnicity, Culture
Converts to Judaism described their religious affiliation as cultural and familial as
well as religious. They were attracted to the feeling of joining an ancient civilization that
constituted the roots of the three Western religions and Western culture in general.
Participant 3 noted that Judaism constituted a “language, discipline, practice, tradition,
food,” and noted that “all of the other people came out of the Jewish people for the most
part. I mean, it’s really everybody’s history in a lot of ways.” Participant 5 spoke about her
enjoyment in studying an ancient culture, which she described as “more than 50%” of her
motivation to convert.
Belonging to a Jewish family line including ancestry and progeny was important to
the Jewish participants. Several Jewish participants replaced their own ancestors with
Jewish ones in fantasy, imagining that they have always belonged to the Jewish people, a
phenomenon described by Spero (1986). Participant 3 saw a connection between
Jewishness and her Eastern European ancestry, who after experiencing dislocation and
immigration, participated in the underground railroad in 1850s America. She said, “[it was]
a very Jewish thing to do... I feel like I kind of have my own Jewish family heritage through
her and that she’s Ukranian and maybe there was some Jewish family back there.” She
imagined that, had she been in Eastern Europe during the time of the Holocaust, “I would
have been discriminated, I would have been murdered too.” Participants 5 and 7 also
mentioned discovering Jewish ancestry, and Participant 5 reported an irrational feeling of
biological connection to the Jewish people (see Case Study 4).
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For Participant 4 the connection was more abstract. When asked what was most
meaningful to her about being Jewish, she spoke about
a shared, collective history and memory and ancestry. Not being a Jew isolated in
this time and space but actually a Jew within this dream, this river of Jews for,
literally thousands of years…. being connected to ancestors and people who are like
you even if you don't have names for them. Just knowing that this isn't the first time
this kind of life was happening, makes you feel like you're a part of something much
bigger.
Thus Judaism signified a connection to the past through ancestry and to the future through
progeny. Eisen, a prominent sociologist of Judaism, argues that Judaism bridges between a
nostalgic past and a redemptive future, both because of ritual and textual heritage of the
Jewish people, and because of a distinctly modern struggle for the Jewish continuity in the
face of assimilation (1998).
Jewish converts struggled with issues around their physical appearance and
whether they “passed” as Jewish, often evoking stereotypical characteristics such as dark
coloring and large noses. Participant 5 was self-conscious about her German accent
because she felt it immediately identified her as not Jewish. Participant 7 noted his relief
that he was not immediately identifiable as a convert because “there are a lot of blonde and
blue eyed people in synagogue now, I fit right in.” Participant 3, on the other hand, spoke of
feeling “ugly” in childhood because of her Eastern European physiognomy (including a
prominent nose) in contrast to her stepsisters’ “more Anglican looking” appearance
(“blonde hair, blue eyed, like smaller noses, like smaller features”). She said that people
now tell her they can identify her as Jewish because of her nose. For these participants, the
stereotypically Jewish appearance complicated their feelings of belonging to the Jewish
family.
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Islam: Nationality, Politics, Devotion
The commonalities among converts to Islam participants can be divided into the
categories of ethnicity and politics on the one hand, and the spiritual-theological on the
other. Muslim converts described more of a thoroughgoing exclusion from the Muslim
communities around them, because individual mosques tend to be affiliated with particular
immigrant groups. At the same time, they also experienced stigma and prejudice about
their conversion to Islam at the hands of non-Muslim Americans. In contrast to Jews and
Christians, who described a variety of relationships to God, theology, and text, Muslims
described a common theological and spiritual outlook that centered on God’s power and
the beauty and truth of the Qur’an.
All converts to Islam mentioned the division of the American Muslim community
into different immigrant groups. According to Participant 2, “what it means to be a Muslim
for a lot of Muslims in American is very cultural and ethnic. It’s a very fractured community
as well.” Participants 6 and 9 concurred that because mosques tended to be organized
around specific immigrant groups, as converts they were immediately perceived as
outsiders. Participant 2 said, “I once organized an open discussion of convert experiences
at an interfaith conference… and what I discovered from that very anecdotal experience
with all these converts to other religions was that nobody experiences the same frustration
and lack of acceptance from their religious community as Muslim converts in America do.”
For Participant 9, the intertwining between Islam and ethnic identity leads to mislabeling, a
variation on the racism she has experienced her whole life: “when you're ambiguous
people like to protect their visions of you based on context and that makes total sense. Now
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that I'm Muslim, sometimes when I'm around a lot of desi [South Asian] people, people then
just assume like, ‘Oh are you Pakistani?’”
Converts to Islam also grappled with the politicized outlook on Islam in post-9/11
America. For Participant 2, this facet of Islam was a central part of his religious journey and
affiliation, based on his experiences of American intervention in the Middle East. For
Participants 6, prejudice against Islam was a barrier to acceptance in her family and
community, as her family initially labeled Islam “a cult” and “a religion of violence.” For
Participant 9, the barrier to accepting Islam was initially internal; she noted that “I had
read into the frameworks of other religions, but probably due to the charged political
nature of Islam, I had never really felt like bold enough to go there.” Once a friend gave her
a book about Islam, she said, “I knew that there had to be some sort of reason behind some
of these things that felt sensationalized,” like the concept of jihad and the place of women in
Islam. All three participants engaged in the process of explaining and justifying Islamic
concepts that were seen as foreign and threatening to the Americans around them.
The women converts to Islam both accepted the Islamic values of modesty and
chastity, and also resisted some of the gender expectations in particular Muslim
communities. According to Participant 9, “I have been told about a certain type of Arab
Islam, or desi [local to South Asia] Islam in which women were expected to not leave the
home, and to only cook, and to raise children, and that's not the type of lifestyle I want to
live, nor the type of relationship I want to have with my partner.” Although she was initially
disturbed by the possibility that this was mandated by Islam, she said, “you start to parse
out this is culture, this is religion. Yes, they become intertwined, but there is no theological
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backing to this.” Participant 6 saw rules about modesty and separation between the sexes
as protective and wise; still, strict gender role expectations led to friction in her marriage to
a Turkish man [see Case Study 3].
Finally, there was a way of expressing devotion to an all-powerful God that was
uniquely common to Muslim participants. As noted in Theme 4, all three mentioned a
feeling of a relief from responsibility in the face of God’s awesome power, enshrined in the
Islamic value of tawakkul, or reliance on God. They mentioned the five daily prayers and
the month of Ramadan as cultivating a constant God consciousness. They also emphasized
their reading of the Qur’an as decisive in their conversion— two participants described
specific moments of their reading of the Qur’an as crystallizing their decision to convert.
These ways of expressing devotion to God and the beauty of the Qur’an echoed Van
Nieuwkerk’s findings about the construction of a pious self in Islam (2014).
Judaism and Islam: Affiliation with an oppressed minority group
For four Jewish and Muslim participants, affiliation with a religious minority group
encapsulated an intrapsychic sense of alienation or oppression they had carried with them
since childhood, normalizing and giving voice to this experience (2, 3, 4, 5). When asked
how she felt about belonging to an oppressed group, Participant 3 said,
It’s like, finally! I have other people who get what I’ve been through! You know? Like
a lot of my writings and stuff all this year was like, I’ve been wandering through the
desert. I was a slave in my own house. I was Cinderella. I had to do chores. I was
forced to sleep in the attic. You know, I was a slave. And I came out of Egypt and so
Passover has some really strong connotations for me in terms of my own life and
finding my own people and finding a tribe of broken people and people who have
been persecuted.

186

Participant 4 connected the Jewish experience of oppression with the discrimination she
experienced based on her Arab heritage. Participant 2 framed the minority experience in
Islam as more political: “the post 9-11 and now post-Trump politics of things. Like you
know, feeling like, otherness. Or the lens of either being a threat or feelings threatened by
people that imagine you are a threat. Or you know, do like, these people get it, these people
don't get it.” In reframing their intrapsychic experiences of oppression as meaningful
elements of affiliation with their religious group, they achieved a sense of fellowship12.
Theme 5 conclusion
These religion-specific findings demonstrate that conversion to different religions
contains different meanings, resonances, and narratives. The predominant paradigm in the
psychological study of conversion focuses on personal transformation in the affective and
relational realms following an encounter with God, and indeed the Christian participants
did participate in this narrative. But for Jewish and Muslim participants, the conversion
was intertwined with ethnicity, ancestry, family, politics and geographical aspects of
context that played a decisive role in both the motivations and the sequelae of conversion.

12

Fromm comments that “even the most irrational orientation if it is shared by a

considerable body of men gives the individual the feeling of oneness with others, a certain
amount of security and stability which the neurotic person lacks” (1950 p. 33). Even a
miserable orientation achieves meaning through fellowship.
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Chapter 6: Discussion
This study aimed to characterize the process of religious conversion from a
psychoanalytic perspective. The research questions concerned the predisposing factors,
processes, and outcomes of religious conversion in terms of attachment to significant
others, identity formation, selection of a religious “fit,” and religion-specific differences.
These questions were formed in the context of theory and findings indicating that religious
conversion is related to aspects of psychopathology such as insecure attachment and
emotional crisis, on the one hand, and a courageous “seeking” orientation on the other.
Later paradigms sought to move beyond this dichotomy and proposed typologies or stages
of conversion including the categories of passive vs. active, sudden vs. gradual, solitary vs.
communal, and affective vs. intellectual. Yet the vast majority of these studies did not
attend to the intrapsychic dynamics underlying conversion, which was explored mainly via
psychoanalytic case study and psychobiography. The purpose of this study was to provide a
“thick” description of the phenomenon of conversion using psychoanalytic qualitative
methodology, so as to achieve greater conceptual clarity regarding the process of
conversion. In this section, I will lay out the findings of the study in three areas: 1) a
summary of the findings, 2) a theory of the psychodynamic function of conversion, 3)
considerations for mental health professionals and clergy who serve religious converts. I
will also lay out limitations of the study and directions for future research.
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Summary of the findings
This study supports prior literature suggesting that conversion is a broad
phenomenon that encompasses affective, cognitive, spiritual, communal, and behavioral
aspects, with a different combination of factors in the life of each convert. There are many
idiosyncratic pathways to conversion, and each can be fully understood only on the
idiopathic level. Case studies showed that the narrative of conversion in the specific
religious tradition heavily influenced the narrative self-report of the participant. Given the
desire to fit in with the prescribed religious narrative, discerning psychodynamic
motivations required perhaps more than the usual amount of “reading between the lines.”
This study supported previous findings that conversion was motivated by negative
childhood experiences and a sense of urgent crisis or long-standing tensions
(Starbuck,1897; James, 1902; Ullman, 1989; Kirkpatrick, 1997). Many participants’
childhoods were characterized by parental abandonment or abuse, bullying and exclusion
by peers, and alienation from the childhood church or nationality. For many, a “crisis” or
traumatic event such as a miscarriage, divorce, or sexual assault immediately preceded the
conversion. The mental state of most participants was what James termed the “sick soul,” a
sense of personal despair and alienation from the world, leading to questioning of
fundamental values and seeking to find an orientation that would shift the relation to self
and the world.
The study also lent support to the notion of a “seeking’ orientation that included an
early interest in spirituality, a high level of ethical concern, and the active seeking of new
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experiences. Thus the study supports the hypothesis that conversion is an attempt to solve
personal problems by means of spiritual seeking. A satisfying conversion represents the
capacity to use the tools of culture to overcome a poor start in life.
Following the conversion, nearly all participants experienced a sense of relief from
guilt and anger, and an increase in joy and peace. There was a wide variety of
post-conversion trajectories, depending on the level of pre-conversion distress and the
ability to use religious tools. Three trajectories clearly emerged. For those who suffered
severe abuse and neglect, and whose adolescence periods were characterized by despair
and antisocial behavior, the conversion was an appeal to a savior: a God and a way of life
that would transform the self. These participants tended to experience the conversion as
profoundly orienting and organizing in terms of ego and superego functioning: from being
essentially on the margins of society, they became people who were able to engage in
productive and prosocial work. The extent of change in object relations maturity depended
on the opportunity for corrective emotional experiences with significant others. For those
who experienced serious family conflict, attachment anxiety, and deficits in a cohesive and
related sense of self, the conversion provided compensatory attachment figures in God and
the religious community, and provided for a more positive and coherent self-concept. For
those who experienced a good-enough upbringing with specific difficulties in the tasks of
separation-individuation and identity formation, the conversion was experienced as an
exciting pull toward a more meaningful, coherent, and enlivened way of life. Within these
trajectories, religion served various intrapsychic functions: as an escape, a fantasy, an
auxiliary ego or superego, a defense, and a transitional experience, along a spectrum of
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needs from basic safety to self-actualization. The extent of change observed in the study
demonstrates that conversion is among the major life events that carries the potential for
intrapsychic reorganization.
When I began this research, I was committed to the neutral treatment of religion as
any other aspect of psychic life, in contrast to the disparaging treatment it received from
Freud and others or an apologetic stance. Yet in the course of the study, it began to seem
that religion is perhaps not an aspect of life like any other, but a central one, on the level of
sex, death, and birth. The study points to the function of religion as both broad and deep. By
broad, I mean that religion touches on every aspect of the life of the religious
adherent—behavior, love relationships, internal object relations, community, values,
intellectual engagement, existential beliefs, culture, somatic experience, sexuality, and
identity. It stands in contrast to much of modern life, in which these areas are split into
different value spheres and, in the process, drained of mutual meaning and coherence
(Weber, 1946). Thus religion can function as a totalizing environment that provides for
wide-ranging change. By deep, I mean that religion touches on the most fundamental
questions of human life: as Participant 5 put it, what is my purpose on this earth? What
kind of being am I? What will happen after I die? Further, religion provides for intense
experiences of the self, others, and the body, that tap into the experience of infancy. In
these ways, religion relies on the most basic human capacities and opens space for the most
basic human questions.
The inclusion of different religious groups in the sample demonstrates significant
differences in conversion narratives, challenging the prevailing narrative of intrapsychic,
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personal change as the sine qua non of conversion. For Jewish and Muslim participants,
aspects of context such as ethnicity, family, ancestry, nationality, race, and culture were
highly salient factors in conversion. Conversion was experienced not as an internal
transformation, but as “border crossing,” akin in many ways to a geographic one, to a new
environment that facilitated a different experience of the self and the world (Oraby, 2018).
For some, joining the minority religions of Judaism or Islam encapsulated a sense of
intrapsychic alienation and oppression. Jewish participants tended to portray their
conversion experience more according to the experimental motif, while Muslim
participants narrated a more intellectual story. The presence of different narratives of
conversion to these religions argues for inclusion of diverse religious groups in future
research, as well as the salience of identity and group affiliation in the psychology of
conversion.

The psychodynamic function of religious conversion
While the trajectories of conversion were idiosyncratic in many ways, certain
intrapsychic and psychodynamic processes were shared by many participants. On the basis
of the developmental trajectory laid out in Themes 1 and 2, as well as the religious
experiences in Themes 3 and 4, it is possible to sketch out a theory of the developmental
preconditions for religious conversion as well as the use of conversion in psychic life. These
considerations are speculative as they concern unconscious factors that could not be fully
explored in the study measures. Nevertheless, the trends were clear enough that they
constitute a set of initial clinical hypotheses to approach conversion stories.
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The maternal in religious conversion
The first developmental precondition of conversion is the prevalence of a split
between representations of the father versus the mother. Participants in the study
described idealizing mental representations of their mothers as figures who provided
perfect care, warmth, and love, while dismissing or neglecting to mention their flaws. This
was in contrast to the trend of denigrating fathers as aggressive, dominating, and sexually
intrusive, or absent and passive. These portrayals amount to Oedipal conflicts that had
implications for gender and sexuality as well as later romantic conflicts. While longing for
primal unity with an ideal mother is considered by some to be a universal unconscious
feature of psychic life, conscious idealization of the mother was distinctive in this sample.
Consciously expressed idealization of the mother can stem from several
developmental configurations. For Participants 1 and 3, who suffered the traumatic loss of
the mother, it indicates a fantasy of ideal maternal care based on deprivation of that care
through traumatic loss. In these cases, the antisocial tendency, manifested by these
participants in adolescence as delinquent behavior, represents the hopeful longing for the
mother expressed by a deprived child (Winnicott, 1956). Participants 4, 5, and 6 reported
maternal deprivation that was not quite as severe, but recalled poignant experiences of
abandonment, loneliness, and misattunement that accompanied them throughout their
childhoods. For Participants 2 and 7, this idealization is likely a result of difficulties in the
separation-individuation phase. This phase ideally culminates in an internalization of the
mother as a reliable, benign object that allows the individual to explore optimally. For these
participants, who described a controlling home environment (where “children were seen
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and not heard”), exploration and individuation were curtailed, as the child complied with
maternal demands rather than risk losing her love. In both cases an aggressive, rebellious
reaction in middle childhood and adolescence caused a rupture with the parents, leading to
a lack of felt security in the mother’s love and a longing for a return to the early
relationship.
The importance of the pre-oedipal experience of the mother in religious experience
has been described since the inception of psychoanalysis (Freud, 1930). The experiences
described by this sample reinforce the connection between longing for the pre-oedipal
mother and the spiritual tendency. Many participants described an early, uncanny
connection to religious spaces, rituals, and concepts, and to the figure of God. This was
sometimes congruent with the values of the family of origin, but was often subject to their
surprise and mockery. Because of its early, preverbal roots, the tendency toward the
spiritual was experienced as an innate part of the self. The aesthetic sense developed in
conjunction with the maternal idiom of care facilitated connections to particular aesthetic
aspects of religion.
The connection between longing for an idealized mother and the spiritual tendency
highlights the role of idealization in religious experience. Religion is a cultural repository of
ideals, manifested in theologies of a perfect God, sacred texts that are designated as
flawless, and notions of ideal human virtue. A longing for goodness and wholeness based
on a wish to recover pockets of ideal experience in infancy can thus motivate the religious
search. In the sample, this wish to idealize was expressed in differentially realistic and
nourishing ways. Participants who engaged in primitive idealization, which protects the
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idealized maternal image by splitting off and denying negative aspects, left negative
experiences with their mothers out of their ORI descriptions and also distanced themselves
from negative aspects of their pasts (3) (Kernberg, 1979). Their relationship to ideal
religious others and values was commensurately brittle and extreme. Participants who
engaged in healthier forms of idealization were able to tenderly acknowledge flaws in
themselves and others and to integrate positive and negative aspects into coherent object
representations (2, 7). They remained connected to ideals of theologically based God
concepts or of human ideal virtue, while acknowledging the gap between these ideals and
real life.
The paternal in religious conversion
This study confirmed previous findings regarding the presence in those who
undergo a religious conversion of a problematic representation of the father as either
passive/absent or aggressive (Allison, 1969; Ullman, 1989). The father is important both in
his own right as an attachment figure, and in his role as the first figure to come between the
child and the mother in the separation-individuation and the Oedipal phases.
Difficulties with the father took on a variety of forms. For Participant 1, the father
was represented as an all-bad, frightening, traumatizing figure. The identification as
masculine was accompanied by a sense of badness and intolerable aggression, and
formation of a moral compass by adolescence was nearly absent. For participant 3, the
father was passive and unreliable, leaving the hated stepmother as the source of religious
values. For participants 2 and 7, the father was stable but absent, causing them to
overvalue the relationship with the mother, and impeding an identification with the culture
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and values of the father. Participants 4, 5, 6, 8, and 9 experienced the mother as fragile,
victimized, or insufficiently protective, the father as hyperaggressive or overstimulating,
and the parental relationship as unstable. As a result, continued longing for maternal care
combined with active rejection of the father led to difficulties in the Oedipal phase. The
split between the mother and the father led to the exclusion of the father from the
mother-child orbit, thereby protecting the longing for merger with the mother.
While the process of gender identification is multi-determined and not reducible to
Oedipal dynamics, for many participants, gender identification was complicated by their
parents’ problematic embodiment of gender roles and stereotypes. Faced with a
hyper-masculine and aggressive or weak and passive father figure, both men and women
were threatened by the prospect of identification and/or libidinal connection to the father.
Male participants expressed ambivalence toward the male-coded traits of aggression and
dominance, while female participants expressed ambivalence about the female-coded traits
of passivity and victimhood. Exposure to conflict between the parents resulted in
internalized representations of adult love as unstable and conflictual.
For participants who suffered from deficits in superego development, religious
guidance provided an auxiliary superego. Religion provided a set of moral directives that
specified participants’ responsibilities, thereby relieving a pervasive sense of guilt,
personal responsibility, or intrusive, unpredictable superego demands. It also often
included a set of directives that regulated daily habits and rhythms such as eating, sleeping
and dressing, thus supporting ego functioning. Religion thus stood in for the paternal
functions of affiliation with cultural values and imperatives.
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Thus, this study supports those that attribute conversion to problems with the
father, but additionally concurs with Allison (1969) in highlighting the role of longing for
an idealized mother in the spiritual tendency. This is combined with the role of a
problematic paternal representation in reinforcing an openness to regressive experience in
search of the mother. It also motivates a shift from the culture, moral norms, and religion
presented by the family of origin.
Religion as a transitional phenomenon
Participants’ descriptions of religious experience fleshed out the role of religion as a
transitional phenomenon, a phenomenon intended to bridge the gap between the subject
and the receding maternal object by means of a symbolic representation of maternal care.
What united descriptions of numerous aspects of religious functioning—the relationship to
God, prayer, text, the community, and so on—was a sense of hopeful movement toward the
environment with the expectation of receiving needed care, a gesture and an emotional
tone that bridged the varied phenomena described. The language of “grounding,”
“framework,” “architecture,” “shelter,” describes the sense that there is an object “out
there” that recognizes and contains something subjectively meaningful: in the words of
Participant 7, “this sort of energy I had inside.” The ineffable sense of fit or rightness in
religious choice speaks to the sense of being “found” characteristic of transitional
phenomena. Participants described initial moments of relief, release, and recognition—the
“aha” moment that something is just ineffably right—that inspired a life change. Sometimes
this initial moment was affectively “cool,” an “impression point” of insight in relation to a
text. Sometimes it was “hot,” a moment of cathartic prayer or encounter with God that
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sometimes included psychotic-like phenomena. Participants followed these moments by
immersion in getting to know the religion, love it, tussle with it (the “travails” of learning
described by Participant 7), and feel a sense of productive interchange between the self and
the world. Winnicott’s description of the object as “excitedly loved” well characterizes the
way in which participants threw themselves into the struggle of learning and grappling
with a new religious culture (1953, p. 91).
There are several levels on which religion can function as a transitional
phenomenon. One can visualize a set of concentric circles, with the self in the center and
transitional space radiating outward, toward a set of increasingly distal transitional
phenomena. The first circle is the level of bodily experiencing. Mainly described in the
context of prayer and ritual, participants described experiences of holding, carrying,
soothing, and feeding that hearkened back to preverbal experience of infancy. This is the
earliest and most immediate experience of transitional space, with the ritual, mantra, or
prayer environment serving as a transitional object that symbolizes the mother’s care,
providing exactly what the participant needs at that moment. The particular choice of
symbols taps into a preverbal aesthetic sense developed in conjunction with the maternal
idiom of care.
The second circle is the level of connecting with a transitional object, most often
God. Many participants described a sense of passive turning toward God as a figure who
could redeem and transform the self, reminiscent of Shafranske’s transformational object.
The God image also allowed participants to relate to a transitional object as a practice
space for real object relating, to rework representations of the mother and father, and to
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alter the sense of self-in-relationship. Although the use of the God image was highly
personal and complex, a pattern did emerge, in which the God image was based on positive
aspects of the maternal imago combined with an inversion of the father’s negative aspects,
thus constituting a perfect image of the fantasied parent. As Granqvist and Kirkpatrick
argue, the God image was based on the need for a compensatory attachment figure—the
need for a fantasied perfect parent or lover, with attributes such as humility, honesty, and
reliability, to compensate for the actual arrogant, mendacious, and unreliable parent
(2004). The God image was useful in working through intrapsychic conflicts, particularly
integrating representations of the ideal male and the ideal female and revitalizing aspects
of masculinity or femininity that had been experienced as negative or threatening, allowing
the participant to feel more at home in their gender identity.
The other aspects of the object relational dyad with God—namely, the
representation of the self in relationship and the representation of the relationship
itself—were also highly significant. The relationship with God allowed some participants to
accept relational impulses and experiences that were too threatening with regard to others,
particularly immature modes of relating: abject dependency, angry protest, merger,
adoration, and ambivalence. The God image thus revived and integrated aspects of a lost
self that had been experienced as unacceptable. In relation to God, the self was seen as
beloved, forgiven, accepted, humbled, or all-important, according to the needs of the
individual. Some participants (5, 7) adopted a religion that did not mandate a close,
personal relationship with God, allowing them an ambivalently constructed God image that
was not a central part of their religious life. The effect of the transitional relationship to
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God on relationships to external others varied. For some, the God image provided an outlet
for immature or hostile modes of relating that, in turn, improved real-life relationships. For
others, God served as a fantasy object that replaced the need to relate to external others.
The third circle is the level of religious culture. This is the aspect of transitional
space that Winnicott speaks about when he says, “the transitional phenomena have become
diffused, have become spread out over the whole intermediate territory between 'inner
psychic reality' and 'the external world as perceived by two persons in common', that is to
say, over the whole cultural field” (1953, p. 91). The unfurling of the space between the
nascent self and the providing object becomes a playscape in which to dream, to create art,
to debate ethical questions, always integrating the external presentations of norms, ideals,
texts, and symbols, with the unique meanings contributed by participants. For those who
grew up without a sense of belonging, purpose, and vitality, these aspects were seen as
making life meaningful.
Here it is relevant that Winnicott describes transitional experience as intensely
personal. The concession that human beings need not live in harsh reality is tempered by
the requirement that these personal worlds of meaning should not be imposed on others.
The participants whose religious life most closely participated in the transitional rather
than the defensive realm acknowledged the subjective nature of their connection to their
religion. They brought their personal histories into the present, reworking values and
relationships using religious ideas. They acknowledged that their story could have gone
otherwise—that there was contingency and luck involved in their religious quest, and that
some elements that attracted them to the adoptive religion could also have been present in

200

their childhood religion, had they chosen to explore them there. The hallmarks of
transitional space were a sense of flexibility, authenticity, and joy.
Conversion and object relations
The present study confirmed Rambo’s findings regarding the importance of an
“advocate” who introduces the convert to the religion. Conversion is deeply tied to
encounters that foster hope for a new way of relating. Often a romantic partner
precipitated religious interest and, in the process of mourning the loss of this person, the
religion was taken into the ego as an identification with them. This was true even in
conversions that were narrated in terms of experimental and intellectual motifs,
supporting Schafer’s thesis about the universal importance of objects in processes of
internalization.
The conversion often did provide opportunities for social support and corrective
emotional experience with the spouse, mentor, peers, and community as a whole. For many
participants, these people aided in narcissistic equilibrium by serving as selfobjects,
providing mirroring and affirming interactions, as well as twinship/alter-ego relationships.
People who had seen themselves as fundamentally bad or worthless felt accepted, whole,
affirmed, loved, and therefore intrinsically loveable. In some cases, the structures and
commitments of religious communities were helping in facilitating these healing
relationships. Religious frameworks provide ready-made community and support marriage
as an institution, and clergy may be trained in providing appropriately bounded and
emotionally supportive relationships. Religions often espouse ideals of generosity,
forgiveness, and transformation that facilitate warm, welcoming communities.
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Evident in most participant’s stories were dynamics of transference to the religious
to the community. Interactions with real others from the religious community were the
greatest source of disappointment and pain in the conversion experience. Participants
experienced the religious community as rejecting, judging, and unavailable, recapitulating
early dynamics that they hoped the conversion would repair. Real people, with their
failings, were not as amenable to transitional relating or fantasy as internal objects. In
some cases they were truly rejecting and cruel. These particular modes of rejection may
also coincide with aspects of religious communities: the tendency to judge others’ religious
practice, to express tribalism by policing identity boundaries, to be threatened by differing
interpretations, and to admire authoritarian leaders. It was exactly this potential for the
recreation of early relational dynamics that made corrective emotional experiences in
religious communities so powerful. External others were therefore a high-risk, high-reward
prospect: they were potentially frustrating and damaging, yet they provided for the
greatest possibility of genuine object relational change.

Recommendations for professionals
In his concluding statement on conversion, William James said the following:
I... argued against the notion that the worth of a thing can be decided by its origin.
Our spiritual judgment, I said, our opinion of the significance and value of a human
event or condition, must be decided on empirical grounds exclusively. If the fruits
for life of the state of conversion are good, we ought to idealize and venerate it, even
though it be a piece of natural psychology; if not, we ought to make short work with
it, no matter what supernatural being may have infused it. (1902, p. 237)
This pragmatic approach points us to focus on the implications rather than just the origins
of conversion. When faced with a patient who is undergoing a conversion process, how
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should mental health professionals assess the “fruits for life”? More specifically, Spero
draws our attention to the place of religious conversion in a psychotherapy: how might
conversion facilitate the process of change, how might it attempt work only therapy can do,
and how might it detract from therapeutic work?
Clinicians need not assume that patients want to keep their religion private or that it
is irrelevant to the therapy. Rather than shying away from exploring religious experience,
clinicians should delve into the psychodynamic meanings of religion as it arises in the
therapy. Clinicians should reserve special focus for interest in religious change, which has
important psychodynamic implications. An understanding of the roots, process, and
outcomes of the conversion experience can be critical for understanding the whole person.
Conversion often distills the most important psychodynamic problems facing the
individual, and can therefore be a shortcut to an understanding of the unconscious.
Part of what prevents therapists from exploring religion is a cultural competency
gap in the treatment of religious patients. Psychologists who are overwhelmingly secular
yet treat a population that is overwhelmingly religious may bring preconceptions and
discomforts that are not addressed in clinical training. The results of this study point to
some avenues for inquiry and assessment that will help integrate the religious life into
treatment.
First, therapists can assess the psychodynamic function of conversion by
understanding to what extent it represents a cutoff from and disavowal of the past, versus
to what extent the past is integrated into the narrative of the conversion and the self.
Second, they can assess how the conversion changes the patient’s self-image and
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self-esteem. Third, they should be attuned to the possibility that conversion can alter the
fabric of patients’ emotional lives, and that this may be the result of strengthening the
defenses or of a container for emotional experiences offered by prayer and ritual. Fourth,
they should be attuned to the way conversion affects the relationship to the family of origin
and significant relationships, especially the relationship to the person who introduced
them to the religion, who may figure into the religious life by way of mourning. Fifth, the
God image may be a distillation of critical themes and conflicts regarding parental
representations, gender, and core representations of the self in relationship. Finally,
therapists should be attuned to the open and flexible versus closed and rigid
manifestations of religion: whether the religious practice relies on rigid endorsement of
dogma and regimented religious practices, fosters greater organization and coherence, or
opens up a space for ethical and existential exploration. These avenues of inquiry may
provide textured information about the patient’s psychic life.
Religious conversion that occurs prior to or coterminous with therapy may either
conflict with or facilitate the therapy. When the improvements brought about by
conversion mainly involve strengthening of defenses and ego boundaries, they may leave
intact major areas of repression. On the other hand, the conversion may open up new ways
of relating and thinking and may generate personal meanings based on religious symbols. If
the conversion is primarily defensive, therapy may destabilize religious commitment. If the
religion is used primarily as a transitional phenomenon, some elements of therapy may
cover trodden ground, and religious commitment is likely to shift flexibly as parts of the
self and the unconscious are uncovered.
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Clinicians should consider what psychic work conversion can do that psychotherapy
may not, and vice versa. Conversion uniquely offers the benefits of social support, a
meaningful worldview, behavioral guidelines, and practices of emotion regulation, which
are mutually integrated and reinforcing. On the other hand, the symbols offered by religion,
while amenable to personal meanings, are general in nature. Only psychotherapy provides
insight specifically geared toward a person and their history. In addition, many
participants’ stories demonstrate that community can be a frustrating transference object.
Only psychotherapy offers a relationship that is framed by professional ethical obligations
toward emotionally vulnerable people, and has the explicit goal of resolving transference.

Limitations of the study and directions for future research
Limitations
There were several factors that limited the strength and generalizability of this
study. The first is the sample composition. Although efforts were taken to advertise widely
and recruit participants from a variety of contexts, there were biases in the sample that
may have led to confounding factors. For example, there were only two Christians, who
were both male. The male participants tended to be older, partnered, with more time
elapsed since the conversion. Thus any conclusions about the differences between male
and female trajectories are complicated by the fact that men were more established in their
religion, and more likely to be partnered simply because they were older. The racial
composition of the sample was limited to White and Asian participants. Though efforts
were undertaken to reach out to clergy from communities of color and personal contacts of
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the investigator, the nature of the study meant that recruitment from among personal
trusting relationships were the best recruitment source, and therefore reflected the social
location of the author.
The study did not include a comparison group. Because it was intended as an
in-depth characterization of the intrapsychic process of conversion, a comparison group
was not initially considered to be relevant. However, the significance of certain findings,
such as the family backgrounds and mental health history of the participants, would have
been more clear had there been a comparison group of people who were born into each
religion.
An investigation into the psychoanalytic theory of conversion would ideally have
included measures of unconscious functioning, such as projective measures or clinical
material. Because of limitations in time and feasibility, this study was limited to conscious
measures (interview and self-report) and preconscious measures (the ORI). Inferences
about unconscious processes and internal object relations are necessarily speculative.
Finally, the study was cross-sectional rather than longitudinal in nature, making
self-reported change from before to the after conversion subject to retrospective bias and
cognitive dissonance. Participants who volunteered for the study may have been more
likely than others to report generally positive experiences and to maximize the reporting of
change caused by conversion. While psychological change is subjective in nature, and thus
amenable to self-report, measures of psychological functioning taken before and after the
conversion would have offered more objective evidence regarding psychological change.
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Findings on the importance of gender, sexuality, nationality, and race/ethnicity
were striking. This area was not included in interview questions and emerged organically
from the data as an important aspect of the conversion experience. These dimensions are of
clear import for future research on conversion.
Directions for future research
On the basis of the above limitations, the following directions for future research
should be considered. These directions include the inclusion of comparison groups,
attention to aspects of identity, and longitudinal research.
Future studies could include comparison groups of different types. One possible
comparison group is a group of people born into the religion of interest. On the basis of this
type of comparison group, more firm conclusions could be drawn about how converts
differ from co-religionists who were born into the religion. Another possible comparison
group could include people undergoing a psychotherapy. The types of personal change
facilitated by conversion versus psychotherapy could be examined, especially the overlap
in terms of new insights and relational experiences. Comparison groups that include
clinical populations could use psychotherapy notes to provide more information about
unconscious processes.
Future research should include the dimensions of identity that this study
demonstrated to be salient in religious conversion: gender, sexuality, race/ethnicity, and
nationality. This dimension should be considered in sampling, e.g. ensuring the inclusion of
racial/ethnic minorities as well as certain intersectional identities. This dimension should
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also be included in measures, including interview questions and quantitative self-report
measures.
This study was cross-sectional in nature and did not investigate change over time.
Findings indicated that converts experience significant fluctuations in their religious
functioning and their satisfaction with the conversion experience for several years after the
conversion. The factor of time elapsed since the conversion could be investigated by
longitudinal research that follows converts immediately after the conversion and at
subsequent time points. This study was also subject to retrospective bias in self-reporting
of pre- and post-conversion functioning. It would be ideal to capture converts prior to the
conversion in order to obtain a more accurate picture of change. Longitudinal studies of
conversion are difficult to do since they require advance knowledge of who is going to
convert, but some investigators have found creative ways around this challenge, such as
following individuals who express an interest in religious change (eg. Zinnbauer &
Pargament, 1998).

Concluding statement
There are many tools for facilitating personal change in our highly mobile and
multicultural society, of which psychotherapy is only one. Religious conversion is an option
used by a significant proportion of Americans. This study confirms previous findings
regarding the type of person who utilizes religion for personal transformation: one who
seeks to repair aspects of their past, who develops a spiritual longing, and who seeks the
influence of a religious culture. The broad range of phenomena involved in religion provide
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for a variety of psychodynamic uses, including regulation of narcissistic equilibrium, ego
and superego support, defensive operations, transitional space, and fantasy. Religious
change has the potential to mimic certain aspects of psychotherapy, such as new relational
experiences, containment for powerful regressive experiences, and shifts in the symbolic
encapsulation of affective and relational experiences. Other aspects of religion provide an
organizing influence, strengthening ego capacities and social support for people who might
not be able to make use of psychotherapy. An understanding of the psychological process of
religious conversion is essential for those of us who seek to understand religious
experience, the capacities of the human person, and, for some, what makes life worth living.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol
Object Relations Inventory
1. Describe your mother.
2. Describe your father.
3. Describe yourself.
4. Describe your significant other [if applicable].
5. Describe God.
Section I: Pre-conversion
1. You’ve told me a bit about your parents. Which one did you feel closer to and why? Why
didn’t you feel as close to the other one?
2. If you think back to what your childhood was like in general, what words come to mind?
Are there specific memories that go with each of those words?
3. When you think about religion and growing up in your family, what comes to mind?
4. What kinds of religious activities did you and your family do? Tell me about a time when
your family did something religious together. How did you feel about those activities?
(explore negative and positive feelings, ambivalence)
5. Who had the biggest religious influence on you as a child? (If not a parent - describe that
person.) How did they influence you, or attempt to influence you? Tell me about a time
when you experienced something religious with that person OR Tell me a memory that
comes to mind with that person.
6. Describe your teenage years. Did you have a teenage rebellion? What did you want to
emulate about your parents and what did you want to avoid?
General question: You've told me about []. How do you think your experiences growing up
affected your conversion?
Section II: Conversion
1. Tell me about your conversion experience.
(Below questions are possible prompts.)
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2. Tell me about the moment you first had contact with [adoptive religion].
3. What adjective comes to mind when you think about how you felt about [adoptive
religion] at that time? Tell me about a time when it felt (adjective).
4. What made [adoptive religion] feel right to you?
5. What was missing in your life when you weren’t [adoptive religion]?
6. When you think back to the year before you had your conversion experience, was there a
significant event, like a loss, birth, move? Tell me about what happened. How did you feel
during that time?
7. Tell me about the moment you knew you wanted to convert.
8. Tell me about a moment when you doubted your decision to live your life as a [adoptive
religion], if any.
9. What sticks out the most about the time you were learning about [adoptive religion]? OR
Tell me about a memory from the time you were learning about [adoptive religion]?
10. Who was the biggest influence on you during your conversion? Describe that person.
11. How did your family find out about your conversion? Tell me about the moment when
that happened. What were you thinking/how did you feel?
General question: You’ve told me []. What would you say was missing in your life before
your conversion?
Section III: Post-Conversion
1. If you think back to the kind of person you were before you converted, your personality,
mood, and behavior, have you changed? Can you give me an example [for each one]? OR
How are you different because you are a [adoptive religion]?)
2. How would you feel if somehow you could no longer be a [member of adoptive religion]
and had to live your life as a [childhood religion]?
3. Tell me about a time when you felt at home as a [adoptive religion].
4. Tell me about a time when you felt unsure about your place/identity as a [member of
adoptive religion].
5. Tell me about a moment when you felt disappointed in [adoptive religion].
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6. If you could send a message to clergy about how to relate to someone who had
converted, what would you tell them?
7. When you think about what is most meaningful to you about being a [member of
adoptive religion], what comes to mind?
8. Tell me about a time when you felt the presence of God.
9. Tell me about a time when you felt sad or troubled in your life. Was there a part of your
religion that you reached out for at that time? (same with peaceful/calm, excited, happy)
10. Tell me how you pray. What is most powerful to you in the prayer service? What is most
comforting? What is most touching?
11. What makes your house a [adoptive religion] home? Tell me about the most important
object that makes it so.
12. Describe a religious role model. How do you feel when in her/his presence, or just
think about her/him? How do you relate to him/her?
13. (if relevant) Tell me about a time you and your significant other did something religious
together.
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Appendix B: Demographic Questionnaire
Date of birth: __________________________
Sex: _______________________
Place of birth: ___________________________
Places you have lived and dates: ___________________________________________________________
Mother’s age: _______
Mother’s occupation: __________________
Father’s age: _______
Father’s occupation: ___________________
Race:
_______ American Indian and Alaska Native
_______ White
_______ Black/African-American
_______ Asian/Asian American
_______ Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander
Ethnicity:
_______ Hispanic/Latino
_______ Non-Hispanic/Latino
Education:
_______ Years of education
_______ Vocational School/Associate’s Degree
_______ Some College
_______ Bachelor’s Degree
_______ Some Graduate School
_______ MA
_______ Professional Degree (J.D., M.D.)
_______ Doctorate
Household Income:
_______ $0-14,999
_______ $15,000-24,999
_______ $25,000-49,999
_______ $50,000-74,999
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_______ $75,000-99,999
_______ $100,000-149,999
_______ $150,000 or higher
Profession: _______________________________
Relationship Status:
_______ Single
_______ Cohabiting
_______ Married
_______ Separated
_______ Divorced
_______ Widowed
Profession of partner: _________________________________
Number and ages of children: _________________________
With whom do you live currently?
________________________________________________________________________________________________
What was your religious affiliation growing up?
_______ Evangelical Protestant (specify church)
_______ Mainline Protestant (specify denomination)
_______ Catholic
_______ Orthodox Christian
_______ Jehovah’s Witness
_______ Mormon
_______ Jewish
_______ Muslim
_______ Hindu
_______ Buddhist
_______ Unaffiliated (none)
_______ Atheist
_______ Agnostic
What is your religious affiliation now?
_______ Evangelical Protestant (specify church)
_______ Mainline Protestant (specify denomination)
_______ Muslim
_______ Jewish

Date your conversion was formalized: _______________
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Appendix C: ORI Differentiation-Relatedness (D-R) Scale Scoring

Level 1: Self-other boundary compromise (physical)
● Descriptions are confused/fragmented, bizarre
● Lack of self-object differentiation
Level 2: Self-other boundary confusion
● Descriptions characterized by a flood of confused details or vagueness
● Representations of self and other appear as physically intact, but feelings and
thoughts are amorphous, undifferentiated, or bewildering
Level 3: Self-other mirroring
● Descriptions characterized by mirroring between self and other
● Self and other representations are organized around perception of similarity and/or
difference
Level 4: Self-other idealization or denigration
● Descriptions are unilaterally or predominantly positive or negative
● Mental representations are polarized, extreme, unintegrated, with no tolerance for
ambivalence
Level 5: Semi-differentiation
● Descriptions characterized by oscillations between extreme positive and negative
aspects of self and/or other.
● Mental representations characterized by unintegrated/unstable, chaotic
Level 6
● Descriptions show emergent ambivalent relatedness, featuring tentative cohesion,
constancy and stability
● Mental representations characterized by positive and negative aspects of the self
that are not rigid or polarized
● Efforts to maintain stability include defensive dampening of affect that lead to banal
or stereotyped descriptions or a list of role-specific characteristics
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Level 7
● Description paints a vivid picture of a whole person
● Consolidated, differentiated, integrated, stable and modulated representations of
self and others
● Tolerance for and integration of disparate aspects of self and others
Level 8
● Cohesive, individuated, empathically related self and other in bidirectional
relationships
● An individuated sense of self that is not only autonomous, stable, differentiated, and
integrated, but also shows depth, richness, and complexity
● An empathic, in-depth perspective on others’ experiences; regardless of the valence
of a relationship
Level 9
● Intersubjective relationships depicted as transforming the self and other
● Descriptions of self and other are empathic, differentiated, individuated, and
nuanced
● Awareness that representations of self and other evolve out of complex, unfolding
relationships
Level 10
● Integrative, creative constructions of self and others in reciprocally attuned
relationships
● Awareness that representations may be reconstructed differently at a different
point in time even if the relationship itself remains the same
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